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First Presbyterian Church is located in the downtown of the blue-collar city of 
Kannapolis, NC.  The heartbeat of Kannapolis is the city center, which is comprised of 
one massive company together with an adjoining downtown, which has virtually always 
been owned by one magnate.  For about a century, the dominant business was an 
enormous textile mill until its closure in 2003.  A billionaire then purchased the property, 
razed the mill and is slowly building a $1.5 billion biotechnology research campus while 
the once bustling downtown remains largely empty.   
This unique history has fostered an unhealthy culture of paternalism.  Citizens 
tend to dodge responsibility, lack initiative and feel powerless.  Kannapolis’ lack of 
leadership and recent decline has been mirrored at First Presbyterian Church.  To address 
this challenge, this doctoral project seeks to develop the session’s leadership by 
encouraging them to accept willingly their God-given responsibility and pro-actively 
organize themselves to operate smoothly and effectively.  In the process, the session will 
learn that Christian leadership depends not upon the surrounding downtown or a 
benefactor; rather, it requires dedication to God’s call, perseverance and corporate 
responsibility.  
A Reformed and evangelical theology of Christian leadership will be articulated 
that centers in mutually empowering relational love within a covenant of deep 
commitment.  It will be argued that this changed culture of the session will foster an 
increase in its functionality.  Deeper relationships, accountability and responsibility will 
spur them to action.  
This project concludes with an assessment of the session’s leadership.  This will 
be measured by specific goals that will include a timeline detailing various changes.  It 
will evaluate how highly the session is functioning in part by how well it is beginning to 
turn its focus outwardly to the community.  This project will conclude with 
recommendations for the future.  
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  1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Much of the character and culture of Kannapolis, North Carolina, is revealed by 
its geographical location and physical layout.  Merely driving south on Interstate 85 
towards the metropolis of Charlotte, North Carolina makes it evident that Charlotte is one 
of the most rapidly growing areas in the United States; even twenty-five miles north of 
the city, the sense of activity and influence of Charlotte begins to be felt as the highway 
itself is under construction in order to accommodate the growth.1  Bedroom communities 
are flourishing, and nearby towns benefit from Charlotte’s exploding development.   
At the edge of the outer circle of Charlotte’s influence, near the Interstate, yet 
inconveniently several miles out of the way, lays the City of Kannapolis.  Kannapolis is 
often referred to as “K-town,” attesting to the fact that this was once the largest 
unincorporated area in the United States.  When City Council was finally formed in 1984, 
the downtown churches, such as First Presbyterian Church (FPC), had already surpassed 
their seventieth birthdays.  On the journey to the city center, the absence of building 
codes prior to incorporation is obvious: there are no planned neighborhoods and houses 
on any given street do not necessarily resemble each other.  Rather, it appears that an odd 
variety of houses are simple “there.”  The meandering streets, too, suggest a lack of city 
planning.   
Ten minutes from the Interstate exit lays the city center.  A lopsided “loop” road 
encompasses the city center, and sets it apart.  The fact that the world’s largest textile 
                                                
1 Forbes ranks Charlotte as the fifth-fastest growing city in the nation from 2000-2012. “The 
Fastest Growing Cities in the US,” Forbes, http://www.forbes.com/pictures/edgl45fflh/ introduction-6/ 
(accessed April 23, 2014).  
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mill, Cannon Mills, once stood here for a century is testified by the array of cookie cutter 
mill houses that lie just outside the loop road.  They seem to point more towards the 
utopian dreams of a powerful mill owner than a sense of living the American dream 
through home ownership in a desirable neighborhood.  
Inside the loop road, strings of empty downtown shops modeled in the fashion of 
Colonial Williamsburg serve as a constant reminder of both the beauty and potential of 
Kannapolis, as well as the demise of the mill days.  A single landowner, who owns 
almost all the stores, refused for years to sell.  Citizens lament that the rent is too high to 
run a profitable business.  The once bustling downtown, together with its beautiful lines 
of large pin oaks and brick sidewalks that evoke thoughts of a Norman Rockwell 
painting, remains still.   
Aside from the shops, the second and final part of the city center is where Cannon 
Mills once stood.  The millions of square feet of workspace from the mill buildings are 
now gone.  Most of the space is grass lawn in front of a partially built $1.5-billion dollar 
biotechnology center that has been stalled by the 2008 economic downturn.  Shops and 
grass lawns lie to one side of the downtown, while state-of-the-art research buildings on 
the other.  These are a testimony to the long-lasting effects of paternalism and the 
corresponding disempowering of the citizens of “K-town.”   
For about a century, the enormous mill exuded largely benevolent authority while 
requiring the loyalty of the town in return.2  Even today, as a billionaire is building the 
research campus, the citizens of Kannapolis are painfully aware that one person virtually 
                                                
2 Paul R. Kearns, Weavers of Dreams (Barium Springs, NC: Mullein Press, 1995), 220. 
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owns the city center, creating a culture of dependence.  It is no wonder that citizens tend 
to feel powerless, lack initiative and dodge responsibly.  Kannapolis has a history of 
being directly dependent on one landowner; the city either thrives or dies as a direct 
result of the benefactor’s success.  
Unfortunately, leadership in the churches has often mirrored its surrounding 
culture.  Like the main street with empty downtown shops that are directly in front of the 
church, FPC is in need of revitalization.  The church leaders, or elders, at FPC are also 
residents of Kannapolis. While they desire the church to grow, they may or may not 
admit their tendency to shy away from their God-given responsibility and authority.  Yet, 
everyone is aware that the congregation is not flourishing, and the pastor search 
committee articulated the need for leadership.  The elders do embrace change and want 
better leadership; the question is to what degree they are willing to assume that 
responsibility themselves.   
As such, the purpose of this project is to develop leadership in the downtown 
congregation of First Presbyterian Church.  The potential of downtown Kannapolis, and 
FPC, to become vibrant once again remains.  Therefore, the thesis of this project focuses 
on developing leaders by changing the culture and functionality of the session.  They will 
be encouraged and empowered so that they can take initiative and begin to flourish so 
that FPC will be well positioned to pursue missions.   
This project is divided into three parts.  Part One will elaborate on the history and 
founding of Kannapolis, for it is impossible to grasp FPC’s distinctive culture apart from 
it.  In particular, attention will be paid to the origins of paternalism and the “family ethos” 
of the mill town because it directly corresponds to the prevalent dynamics of power and 
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control.  The benevolent paternalism of Cannon Mills is widely recognized, and has been 
gratefully appreciated by residents of Kannapolis for decades.  However, the totally 
unforeseen and unintended malevolent consequences of the mill closing in 2003 also will 
be explored as Kannapolis is forced to transition from a historic mill town into a state-of-
the-art biotech research campus.   
After reviewing some salient characteristics of the history and culture of 
Kannapolis, Part One will then consider how the state of FPC fluctuated with the state of 
the downtown.  This review of the first one hundred years of FPC’s history will 
culminate in the current challenge of empowering today’s leaders for this new chapter 
unfolding in Kannapolis and in the congregation.  Part One will conclude by considering 
how present circumstances are laying the foundation for the leadership development that 
is the focus of this project.  
Part Two of this paper will shift focus from my current context to theological 
reflection.  This will be accomplished by first reviewing some relevant literature on 
essentials of church leadership and its foundational components.  These works will help 
inform a theology of leadership revitalization based on core Christian and Reformed 
convictions about sin and grace, the perichoretic nature of God, and Christian 
commitment.  It will include an exploration of how these beliefs are practically 
expressed, together with how to introduce a healthy unease of conscience to the session 
as the discrepancy between this theology of leadership and their lives is highlighted in 
order to spur them to action.  
Part Three will present a practical strategy for developing the FPC’s leadership.  It 
describes specific goals, the content of that strategy and the target population.  This will 
  5 
include a timeline for change that will culminate in a highly-functioning session that is 
well positioned to turn its focus outwardly to the community.  This Part will conclude 
with an assessment of the plan with recommendations for the future.  
My personal interest in this project stems out of my desire to help enable 
congregations to flourish.  My drive to achieve and think strategically is strong.3  I 
resonate with Jesus’ words when he said that Christians are called to bear fruit that will 
last (Jn 15).  Perhaps that is why years ago I was struck by the fact that life in the Church 
simply followed the larger culture.  Enthusiasm in the congregation often seemed to me 
to be tied more to a cyclical public school calendar than an exciting call from God.  I 
wondered what it would look like to see a congregation that did not devote so much 
energy to a “Rally Day” or “Genesis Sunday” that was determined by the mere 
resumption of the school year.  Instead, I wondered how a congregation could continually 
grow and be spurred forward based on its perceived call, or its own theology.   
Years later I accepted my first call as an associate pastor in Washington, North 
Carolina at First Presbyterian Church (FPC).  I had not been there long when the 
congregation sunk into turmoil as the pastor was dismissed for having an affair.  The 
church lost direction and session meetings were decidedly less than friendly.  I began to 
think more deeply on the power of sin.  Simply put, I quickly realized that in the absence 
of a powerful positive vision that a congregation is striving towards, unhealthy conflicts 
inevitably arise.  I connected my desire to see churches continually grow with my 
understanding that conflicts are ever-present, and decided that the key to flourishing 
                                                
3 Marcus Buckingham and Donald O. Clifton, Now, Discover Your Strengths (New York: Jossey-
Bass, 2001), online test from www.strengthsfinder.com. 
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churches was to create perennially “good” or “healthy” conflicts.  For example, in 
Washington I lifted up to session the discrepancy that while the session believed in 
feeding the hungry, in reality the elders were not doing much to help.  In light of the 
inconsistency, the session voted to support the local food pantry’s revitalization efforts 
through a $50,000 special offering.  This, in turn, created excitement in the congregation 
that FPC was making a difference as members began volunteering at the pantry, and it 
“forced” session to have continually one “positive” missional item on its monthly agenda 
of an update on the good progress at the food pantry.  This ended the pattern of allowing 
any meeting to be completely dominated by destructive topics.   
A couple of years later I was introduced to the work of Ronald Heifetz.  He 
helped me articulate some of my thinking and I realized that I had been living adaptive 
change in Washington via a  “Christianized” Heifetz.  I recognized that, as pastor, I 
desired to “orchestrate” positive conflicts that were essentially missional and/or 
evangelistic in nature.  My understanding of human nature taught me that there will 
always be struggles, and creating the right struggles was a mechanism to mature the 
church continually.   
As I moved from Washington to my second call at FPC in Kannapolis, I soon 
realized that the congregation was in more dire straits than I had been told.  FPC was not 
simply in need of revitalization; it was on life support.  However, most who remained by 
the time I arrived were incredibly dedicated, and part of what attracted me to Kannapolis 
was precisely the need to engage in revitalization.   
My thoughts of orchestrating positive conflicts have changed to some degree, 
largely because in Kannapolis there is a lack of animosity on session, as well as some 
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incredibly obvious needs for organization, administration and direction.  Together, these 
characteristics created an environment that was not yet ready for the “missional 
challenge” akin to the one in Washington; rather, in full view of the history and culture of 
Kannapolis, the needed adaptive “healthy” change lay first in developing and 
encouraging the elders themselves.  As such, this project focuses on deepening FPC’s 
leadership by creating a more functional and engaged session.  It is my hope that as the 
elders grow and mature a sturdy foundation will be laid to be more engaged in missions.  
The underlying theology draws heavily upon my evangelical and Reformed heritage, and 
the mechanism for introducing that adaptive change is informed by Heifetz and my own 
personal experience.   
As I write this introduction, I have almost completed my first two years of 
pastoring in Kannapolis.  Things have been progressing rapidly, and have even changed 
slightly for the better since I first outlined the Doctor of Ministry project proposal.  Yet, 
perhaps that change is an appropriate metaphor for the tremendous transition and state of 
flux the City of Kannapolis and the congregation of First Presbyterian Church have been 
in themselves in the past decade.  It is an appropriate point of departure as attention will 
now be paid to a needed in-depth look at the uniquely provocative story of my current 
context of what was once known as “Towel City.”   
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CHAPTER 1 
COMMUNITY AND CHURCH CONTEXT 
 
This chapter will describe the unique history of the blue-collar city of Kannapolis, 
NC, with its long history of one landowner dominating the city’s center.  In particular, it 
will describe the reasons for the city’s current prolonged state of decline.  This chapter 
then will demonstrate how FPC’s leadership often has mirrored those power dynamics in 
the downtown in which it is located, followed by the ministry challenge of developing 
organized internally stable leaders who begin to turn their focus outwardly.  
 
The Origins of a Model Mill Town 
North Carolina experienced a difficult period of recovery after the Civil War.  
Troops returned home to economic devastation and cultural despair.  Many people living 
in Concord, North Carolina, believed that society’s morals were slipping since the end of 
the War.1  Churches began to uphold stricter discipline and championed the cause of 
prohibition.  One prominent congregation in downtown Concord was First Presbyterian 
Church.  It claimed prominent families of the community in its membership, including 
                                                
1 Timothy W. Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis: Persistent Paternalism in a Textile 
Town (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press, 2013), 6. 
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the Cannon family.  The most notable of this family was James W. Cannon (1852-1921).  
He was raised as a conservative Presbyterian, and had a zeal for moral purity and a 
passion for entrepreneurialism.  As a young man, Cannon had the opportunity to learn 
and work in a cotton mill, at a time when the industry had not yet regained its pre-War 
production levels.2   
J.W. Cannon founded his first mill in Concord in 1887.  He soon created an 
innovative, highly versatile, high-quality cloth that became known as “Cannon Cloth.”  
Unlike others cloths, Cannon Cloth was unique in that it was heavy enough to make 
sacks, yet light enough for clothing.  Simply put, unlike its competitors, it could make 
almost anything for which fabric could be used.3  Also, unlike his competitors, Cannon 
differentiated his product by pouring money into the creation of a name brand to convey 
its value and quality.4  Cannon Cloth became a source of great pride, caused the mill to 
explode and was sought after nationwide.  As Cannon’s business continued to grow, so 
did his desire to succeed.  He began to search for a suitable location not only to build a 
much larger mill, but also to secure a place that could become a moral, utopian society; in 
short, J.W. Cannon set out to create a “model mill town” in which he could fuse his love 
of social harmony and his passion for business.5  Eventually, he purchased 1,200 acres of 
                                                
2 Clarence Horton, “An Empire of Looms: A History of Kannapolis, North Carolina 1906-1921” 
in Supplement to Historical Moments Videos: The History of Kannapolis and Cannon Mills Trilogy 
(Concord, NC: Historic Cabarrus, Inc., 2007), 1. 
3 Edward L. Rankin and James M. Monroe, Jr., A Century of Progress: Cannon Mills Company 
1887-1987:.  Fieldcrest Cannon, Inc. Salutes Cannon Mills Company and Its Employees, Past and Present 
(Kannapolis, NC: Washburn Press, 1987), 12. 
4 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 10.  
5 Ibid., 6. 
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farmland several miles north of Concord next to the railroad line.  This became known as 
Kannapolis (or “Cannon Town”) in 1907.6  
J.W. Cannon planned not only the company mills, but also the surrounding town.  
The first mills in Kannapolis opened in 1908 and employed 840 people overnight.7  The 
new workers immediately occupied the dozens of primitive mill homes that were walking 
distance to the mills.  Cannon retained ownership of all the homes and was appreciated 
for maintaining them well, while also providing extremely inexpensive utility bills and 
rent.  This, in turn, allowed Cannon to keep employee’s salaries minimal.   
In concert with his ideals for a utopian society and social responsibility, Cannon 
also donated land and money for a school, and built what soon became the largest YMCA 
in the nation.  Cannon also was involved in establishing the town’s police station, and he 
built the railroad station, public parks, and donated land for churches.8  He also controlled 
necessities such as water, sewage, garbage and roads.  In essence, the company 
functioned as City Hall; citizens rarely participated in any form of government.9  Cannon 
tended to all his resident workers’ needs, except for the provision of any form of 
government or union.  As Timothy Vanderburg has written, Cannon “supplied everything 
but autonomy.”10  Hardy Green, a strong critic of the Cannons, even claims that his 
                                                
6 While some suggest that “Kannapolis” is a combination of two Greek words meaning, “City of 
Looms,” a review of the history of the word “Kannapolis” indicated that J.W. Cannon primarily named it 
after himself.  However, both meanings have some value.  See Rankin and Monroe, A Century of Progress, 
5, and Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 16. 
7 Horton, “An Empire of Looms,” 13. 
8 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 17. 
9 Kearns, Weavers of Dreams, 219.  
10 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 20.  
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power was akin to a “near-feudal fiefdom of Kannapolis” of which today’s hedge-fund 
billionaires would be envious.11  Cannon retained so much control that Kannapolis 
eventually became the largest unincorporated area in the United States.  This blue-collar 
town finally became a city in 1984. 
The Cannon family genuinely cared for people.  They owned land and buildings 
and they provided goods and services to the community.  Life in Kannapolis was well 
summed up in the phrase, “benevolent paternalism.”  The debate about the effects of 
paternalism in mill towns has been hotly debated.  In an oft-cited 1921 book, Broadus 
Mitchell argued that the nineteenth-century founders of the textile industry were “selfless 
aristocrats” and the mill communities were “white families unruffled by class conflict.”12  
Recipients of the paternalism appreciated the Cannons as well.  Kannapolis native Paul 
Kearns unashamedly writes, “Yes, there was paternalism and it was good.”13  
Yet, others contend that paternalism was devastating to society.  Twenty years 
after Mitchell, Wilbur Cash wrote that despite good intentions, paternalism wreaked 
savage results, including poverty and isolation and the southern mill worker had become 
a pitiable “social type.”14  While the existence of paternalism is roundly acknowledged, 
what has often been overlooked is the attitude of the residents of mill towns themselves.  
Overwhelmingly, the residents themselves have described mill town life as “one big 
                                                
11 Hardy Green, The Company Town: The Industrial Edens and Satanic Mills that Shaped the 
American Economy (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 91. 
12 Jacquelyn Dowd Hall et al., Like a Family: The Making of a Southern Cotton Mill World 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1987), xvi. 
13 Kearns, Weavers of Dreams, 281. 
14 Hall et al., Like a Family, xvi. 
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family” with two dominating traits of authority and responsibility.15  In this “paternalistic 
covenant”16 Cannon had all the authority and the workers had the responsibility to be 
loyal to him.   
If J.W. Cannon planted Kannapolis, his son and successor Charles A. Cannon 
(1892-1971) made it blossom.  C.A. Cannon, or “Uncle Charles” as he was called, was 
well loved and easily accessible to his employees and led the company for half a century.  
Paternalism strengthened during his tenure,17 and Cannon Mills proudly proclaimed in a 
huge lighted sign that it was “the largest manufacture of towels in the world,” and at its 
height it commanded a whopping 70 percent share of the market.18  The company symbol 
of a Civil War cannon at the top of the sign was also unusual in that a company paid a 
large sum of money for its own recognizable logo.  The famous trademark of a Napoleon 
Howitzer cannon was a mainstay of the Civil War artillery regiments, and, interestingly, 
it came to symbolize a business that emerged from the ashes of Reconstruction.19   
C.A. Cannon successfully fended off any threat to his authority and power.  His 
first success at consolidating power came as soon as he assumed control of the company 
from his father, as he thwarted the famous labor strike of 1921.  At the end of the day, a 
collective identity emerged, rather than a union.20  Because he provided so many 
                                                
15 Kearns, Weavers of Dreams, 277.  
16 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 20. 
17 Ibid., 57. 
18 Timothy W. Vanderburg, “Advertising, Brand Loyalty, and Market Maturity: A Case Study of 
Cannon Mills 1935-1950” (master’s thesis, University of Carolina-Charlotte, 1994), 105. 
19 Rankin, A Century of Progress, 24.  
20 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 56-57.  
  14 
perquisites and was always easily accessible to any of his employees, he successfully 
rebuffed all attempts at unionizing.21  His care for others was unquestioned, and he held 
elaborate celebrations to honor the length of service of company employees.  C.A. 
Cannon had so much political power in North Carolina, that he even singlehandedly 
saved the State’s credit during the Depression in the 1930s.22 
By way of summary, paternalism in Kannapolis was stronger than other mill 
towns and it had a longer legacy.  Paternalism in mills towns often emphasized, “a 
company’s status as dominant property owner and the town’s dependence on a single 
industry.”23  Paternalism often includes a town’s isolation, and company control over 
urban services, education and leisure activities.  Historically, company towns often met 
several of these criteria, but Kannapolis was the quintessential model mill town that met 
them all.24   
 
An Unimagined Transition: From Textiles to Biotechnology 
Cannon Mills had reached its zenith in the 1950s; it would never surpass the mark 
set by C.A. Cannon.  When he died in 1971, Cannon was such a beloved parental figure 
that it was lamented that “a member of the family” had died.25  C.A. Cannon’s control of 
Kannapolis has been described as an “iron fist in a velvet glove” and no one else would 
                                                
21 Unionization only took hold in Cannon Mills well after the era of paternalism had ended; it was 
needed for an alternate form of protection.  See Timothy W. Vanderburg, “Cannon Mills: A Case Study in 
Southern Industrialization,” (PhD diss., Mississippi State University, 2001), i.  
22 Rankin, A Century of Progress, 18. 
23 Oliver Dinius and Angela Vergara as quoted in Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, xiv. 
24 Ibid.  
25 City of Kannapolis, Kannapolis: A Pictorial History, 3rd ed., (Kannapolis, NC: City of 
Kannapolis, 2008), 147.  
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ever again wield that much power.26  By 1982, David Murdock bought out Cannon Mills.  
He ran the mills in accordance with contemporary business models and single-handedly 
ended paternalistic practices that cost the firm money.27  Unlike the Cannons, he treated 
mill workers as employees, not family members.  Three years later, Murdock sold the 
mill to Fieldcrest Cannon, which later sold the company to Pillowtex in 1997.  Then, in 
2003, the unthinkable happened: the company went bankrupt and closed.  Approximately 
4,300 people lost their jobs overnight.  It was the single largest day in unemployment 
history in North Carolina.28  The company was liquidated.  The final death knell of the 
company’s control came in December 2003 when the company transferred control of the 
water supply over to the city.29 
The psychological and economic effects of the loss of the mill were catastrophic 
to many residents.  Then, a year later, Murdock returned to Kannapolis and purchased 
what was left of the company at auction.30  In the process, much to the angst of former 
mill employees, the pension system was dismantled.  Citizens who had worked in the 
mills were devastated: they lost their retirement, did not own their home, and the town 
was filled with uneducated workers who now possessed a useless skill set.  Residents 
could scarcely believe their eyes when the enormous former mill buildings were 
                                                
26 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 214.  
27 Ibid., 216.  
28 Ibid., 206 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., 208-9. 
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dynamited.  Millions of square feet were obliterated in seconds.31  Locals note that the 
demolition of the mill was the second largest implosion on US soil, second only to the 
terrorist attacks of September 11.   
Meanwhile, Murdock had become obsessed with nutrition.  His wife’s death in 
1985 from cancer caused him to seek a cure for the disease and he eliminated saturated 
fats from his diet.  Murdock also purchased the Dole Food Company in 2003.  By 2005, 
he was building his dream of a research campus on the former mill site, focusing on 
health, wellness and nutrition.32  Construction began quickly, but it halted in 2008 due to 
the economic downturn.   
While Murdock has helped the community with the construction of parks, a new 
YMCA and library, he treats Kannapolis more as a business venture than a family.  
Residents initially received the construction of the NC Research Campus warmly; 
however, ten years after the mill’s closure, the campus is only halfway built, and the 
downtown shops that Murdock owns remain empty.  Yet, although the past years have 
been long and hard for residents, there appears to be renewed vigor on the campus.  
Recently, there have been groundbreakings for both a City Hall33 and another company,34 
                                                
31 Videos of the implosion can be found online.  See, for example, http://www.youtube.com/watch 
?v=ULaH0Fz5DGc (accessed April 23, 2014) or Horton, Historical Moments. 
32 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 209. 
33 Tim Reaves, “Kannapolis Unveils New Heart of the City,” Independent Tribune (October 29, 
2013). 
34 Emily Ford, “Then vs. Now: NC Research Campus Behind Schedule but Picking up Steam,” 
Salisbury Post (July 30, 2013). 
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together with the proposed moving of the local minor league baseball stadium to the city 
center, directly behind FPC.35  
 
A Brief History of the Leadership at FPC 
FPC was founded by L. H. Query, the pastor of Bethpage Presbyterian Church 
who was acutely aware for the need of a congregation in the newly-created town of 
Kannapolis.  Services were first held at the YMCA, and later J.W. Cannon donated land 
for FPC.36  After its founding in 1909, FPC generally tended to experience growth 
(reaching its peak in the 1930s with over 500 members), until around 1993, when the 
ministry of Eldon Wadsworth began to stagnate.37  Simply put, FPC’s growth essentially 
mirrored the success of Cannon Mills.  First Presbyterian Church had a dependence upon 
the mills; even the final location of the congregation’s prominent downtown campus was 
a gift from the Cannons.  Furthermore, Vanderburg provocatively notes, “Cannon 
followed the pattern of encouraging church membership to control workers.  Mill owners 
subsidized pastors’ salaries to ensure that sermons focused on morals and manner of the 
congregation and not on social issues.”38  
The leadership in the church corresponded to that of Cannon Mills: only a select 
few made decisions.  For example, even though the governing board of FPC was 
approximately twenty elders, the pastor and three elders made the majority of decisions.  
                                                
35 Tim Reaves, “Downtown Stadium to Get a Closer Look: Complex Could Include Business Park, 
Housing,” Independent Tribune (March 9, 2014). 
36 Erin Burris and Judy Goodnight, eds., “The centennial history book of the First Presbyterian 
Church of Kannapolis” (Kannapolis, NC: First Presbyterian Church, 2014), 6. 
37 Ibid., 7.  
38 Vanderburg, Cannon Mills and Kannapolis, 17-18.  
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The rest of the session became accustomed in having no voice, authority or 
responsibility.  Like a worker at the mill, they went along with things, and life was 
typically fairly good.   
The historical accounts that First Presbyterian Church has written over the years 
are unexciting.39  They reveal no connection to the state of the larger society around them 
or make reference to any external events.  They are inwardly focused, and reflect a life 
that is lived in a bubble.  They show no awareness that the times of growth of FPC, such 
as in the 1950s, correspond with the success of Cannon Mills.   
These histories focus on the proverbial “three b’s:” buildings, budgets, and 
bottoms in the pews.  They are noteworthy for what they do not say; there is little to no 
history of missions, risk-taking, or record of the fruit of the Spirit.  Budgets and numbers 
are the frequent, and often only, measurements of the state of the congregation.  The 
largest mission outreach in recent memory was when a food pantry was temporarily 
housed in fellowship hall in 2003 after the mill closed.40  Overall, missions take up 
minimal space in the church’s internal histories.  Even the record of FPC’s work in 
church planting is astonishingly sparse.41   
The historical records also excise any and every difficult period in the life of the 
church.  For example, Joe Crawford was pastor from 2000-2009.  The passage from 
                                                
39 See, for example, FPC’s The Centennial History Book of the First Presbyterian Church of 
Kannapolis and the 1978 booklet “First Presbyterian Church, Kannapolis, NC,” which was complied after 
its present sanctuary was built in 1974.  
40 Burris and Goodnight, The Centennial History Book of the First Presbyterian Church of 
Kannapolis, 79-80. 
41 For example, one church plant, which lasted several decades before closing, receives a mere two 
sentences on page six in the Centennial History. 
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FPC’s “Centennial History” describes that decade as an upbeat time, including the 
hundredth anniversary of the church, the retiring of two beloved staff members, and a 
mission trip to Mexico as the congregation was “ushered into a new century and a new 
millennium.”42  However, what is not told is that the congregation had reached an all-
time low point in its one hundred-year history; many members had left over a bitter 
internal fight; and the remaining members were beginning to wonder if the congregation 
would survive.  Most of all, tragically, Crawford was eventually diagnosed with 
Alzheimer’s even though he was only about fifty years old.  Due in part to his young age, 
the congregation went through a prolonged and painful process as they were confused 
about the health of their pastor whose capacity to function steadily diminished.  Although 
one would never know it from reading the “Centennial History” of FPC, it was an 
incredibly difficult decade.  Once again, this downturn in life at church mirrored the 
empty downtown after the mill closing in 2003. 
 
FPC’s Undeveloped Leadership 
As the omission and inability to handle conflict in the “Centennial History” 
attests, leadership is often lacking.  The dominant mill and Cannon family wielded such 
power over residents that a sense of helplessness gradually developed into a culture of 
actual aversion for authority and responsibility.  For example, in the church, most 
members are delighted not to be elders on the governing board.  Oftentimes members 
state that they are perfectly willing to volunteer their time to perform routine tasks, such 
as mowing the church’s lawn, but they refuse to join the session when asked.  This, in 
                                                
42 Ibid., 82-84.  
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turn, fostered an environment where only a select few made all the decisions and had 
access to the information.  Naturally, this is antithetical to the entire theology of 
Presbyterian polity.  Presbyterians entrust authority to a group of people, believing that 
one person or only a few persons are more easily blind to their shortcomings and sin; yet 
when a larger group is gathered in Jesus’ name and seeks the guidance of the Holy Spirit, 
they may still err, but the chance of all body making a mistake while prayerfully and 
actively working together is far less likely.   
Several anecdotes will help illustrate both how FPC’s leadership has mirrored the 
town’s culture, and their tendency to distance themselves from leadership responsibility 
because they are accustomed to having someone else tell them what to do.  First, the 
elders were shockingly uninformed about the budget.  For example, legally and ethically, 
as the board of an incorporated non-profit, the session is responsible for the finances of 
the church.  Each elder is even required to make a vow to oversee the finances upon their 
ordination and installation to office.  However, not only was there no balance sheet, but 
no one ever asked why there was no balance sheet.  It was stunning: the session could not 
possibly be good stewards of the church’s resources if no one knew what those resources 
were. 
To be clear, this budgetary anecdote is simply that: an anecdote; it is one episode 
that points to a larger narrative in which the session could grow in its governance.  For 
example, some core governing practices and responsibilities that comprise elder 
ordination vows are not followed through on.  Areas of growth include: it is not rare for 
an elder to skip a called meeting; the vast majority do not know the church’s policies; 
almost no one has ever read the denomination’s constitution that elders have promised to 
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adhere to; and, staff oversight, such as having annual staff reviews and current job 
descriptions, are virtually not existent.  Similarly, the staff over-functioned in a number 
of ways.  For example, one employee had to be instructed not to call committee meetings 
or issue repeated reminders to ensure the elders would not forget the meeting schedule.  
The chairs have the duty to call the team together; the staff should not enable the elders to 
underperform.  In sum, there is a need to develop and encourage the session’s leadership.  
In another revealing anecdote, the spirit of powerlessness in Kannapolis is 
poignantly recorded in the memoirs of Paul Kearns’ Mullen Leaves and Brown Sugar.  In 
it, Kearns records the story of how he was able to go to medical school.  Essentially, his 
family had no money to either pay the tuition or secure a student loan.  At the behest of 
his mother, Kearns approached a vice-president of Cannon Mills, who was personally 
unknown to him, for a loan.  The man agreed, and Kearns went to medical school.  
However, the striking piece about the story is Kearns’ sense of powerlessness; he writes 
as if his fate solely rests in the hands of another and that he has no other possible options.  
If the vice-president had not made the loan, Kearns most likely would have been a 
lifelong mill worker instead of doctor.43 
Kearns’ dependence on the action of another mirrors the attitude of many 
members at FPC.  A revealing case study for the need for developed leaders happened 
around 2002.  Delicately put, the music director and pastor had difficulties.  The music 
director was terminated, and the uproar was so great that almost seventy members of the 
congregation eventually left at a time when attendance was under two hundred.  
                                                
43 Paul R. Kearns, Mullen Leaves and Brown Sugar: Memories to Make our Hearts Smile (Barium 
Springs, NC: Mullein Press, 1993), 93-96.  
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Unfortunately, not only was the pastor fairly new and probably already suffering from 
undiagnosed Alzheimer’s, but also the elders were accustomed to following the pastor’s 
lead with a select few elders.  Yet, if some of those key elders leave and the pastor is 
unhealthy, the result was a leadership body that had virtually no experience, desire or will 
to handle the conflict effectively.  Since no one knew how to address the conflict, the 
result was devastating; it is still mentioned frequently.  In retrospect, this event marked 
the beginning of a decade-long decline of FPC.   
 
The Challenge for FPC Today: Empowering Leaders for a New Era 
While a number of challenges and opportunities face Kannapolis and First 
Presbyterian Church today, some new momentum is growing.  In terms of the City, as 
noted above, the NC Research Campus is starting to build once again.  The City Council 
also has new members who are taking initiative.  For example, since its incorporation in 
1984, the City has always rented space from Murdock; incredibly, the City does not own 
a City Hall.  However, 2013 finally witnessed the groundbreaking of a new City Hall.  
City council members are also proactively working to revitalize the downtown.44 
As for First Presbyterian Church, with the prolonged undiagnosed health 
problems of Crawford, FPC steadily shrank and became incredibly disorganized, both in 
terms of its cleanliness and in terms of its administration.  The congregation worships in a 
sanctuary constructed in 1974 that has not been well maintained.  The 475-seat worship 
space had an average attendance of 117 as of 2011.   
                                                
44 James Nix, “Downtown Dilemma: Kannapolis Leaders Look for ‘Game Changer,’” Independent 
Tribune, March 19, 2014. 
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The challenge to develop the session’s leadership by changing the culture and 
functionality of session will take years.  In order to begin to undertake such a task to help 
revitalize the church and pursue missions, two obstacles had to be addressed 
immediately.  While difficulties can arise from having a great deal of change occur too 
quickly, the current context not only necessitated it, but also if done well, could serve as a 
time of encouraging session for adaptive change.  
The first obstacle was FPC’s denominational affiliation, the PC(USA).  A number 
of active members expressed their deep anguish for the theology and direction of FPC’s 
shrinking denomination.  Many felt that the denomination was not acting in accordance 
with the Reformed tradition or Scripture, and that as a matter of conscience they would 
not be able to remain in the PC(USA) indefinitely.  As such, a healthy process for the 
session to study and discern God’s call ensued as the session was encouraged to take 
authority and responsibility for any actions; this was not the pastor’s decision or role.  
This was an intentional step to plant seeds that gave the group all the authority and 
responsibility.  In the end, the congregation voted to join ECO: A Covenant Order of 
Evangelical Presbyterians.  Not only did the elders stand up and assert their own identity, 
but also ECO fosters the same type of adaptive change that the session needs.  Overall, 
the transition went well.  Unfortunately, two elders did most of the work in lieu of the 
whole group; however, progress was made in that at least the decision was universal.  On 
the whole, it has been an encouraging and empowering process.  It has brought new joy.  
No one speaks of leaving the congregation anymore, and the session has had a fresh taste 
that they can make decisions successfully together, without a “pastor as CEO” telling 
them what to do.  
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The second immediately pressing need was the physical campus: it was dirty and 
disorganized.  Even the large cross hanging on the front wall of the sanctuary had 
cobwebs all over it.  Removing those webs became the beginning of a church 
beautification project.  While it is true that some congregations spend great sums of 
money on their physical campus and have a “keeping up with the Jones’” mentality, this 
was not a matter of concern at FPC.  The issue was deeper: the sacred space set aside for 
worship was simply not being honored.   
The church members began to do a thorough cleaning of the campus: vacuuming, 
cleaning, organizing and painting.  A large number of members routinely descended onto 
the campus to bring it up to par.  Once they began to clean, their awareness of the pitiable 
state of the campus grew.  Some admitted that between FPC’s former denominational 
affiliation and the state of physical facilities, they were embarrassed to invite friends to 
church.  This led to a $100,000 renovation, which consisted primarily of fixing up the 
sanctuary by removing its stained and wrinkled forty-year-old carpet, and by purchasing 
some needed tools, such as replacing the office duplicator with a modern printer-copier-
scanner.  By April 2014, most of the work had been completed.  The campus renovation 
was a positive change.  Together, the denominational change and building renovation 
have laid a foundation in which people are no longer wondering, “if the church will make 
it;” rather, they now speak of a “new chapter” unfolding.  
The church and the session are beginning to have new hope.  The mill and culture 
of the town have been such a driving force through the generations that Kannapolis is still 
trying to figure out what life in the “new normal” will be like.  It is striking that even 
lifelong members of FPC are not able to articulate relatively fundamental elements of the 
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Christian faith.  Whether the Cannons’ control over some preachers’ salaries in the past 
(as noted above) has influenced FPC is unknown.  Yet, the session has begun exploring 
together the faith in broad strokes, covering themes such as covenant, discipleship and 
Trinity.  Deepening the elders’ understanding and ability to articulate the faith, and how it 
affects their lives is something that will be a primary focus in session in the upcoming 
years.  This need requires an in-depth look at a theology of leadership.  As such, Part 
Two will commence with a review of some relevant literature that speaks to some 
fundamentals of what we believe about developing leaders.   
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
In the course of this project, several sources have been very helpful in exploring 
the theological basis of church leadership, what that means in terms of practical change, 
and how to implement those changes.  This chapter will survey five books that have been 
critical to a Reformed and evangelical orthodoxy and orthopraxy.  Each one, in its own 
unique way, makes a contribution in developing a church’s leadership in terms of its 
culture and functionality.  Each one will be reviewed in terms of its thesis, overall 
structure of its argument, the strengths it makes to this topic and the limitations of each 
work in relation to this project.   
 
The Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book 2 by John Calvin 
In the Institutes, John Calvin attempts nothing less that a systematic “instruction” 
and “confession” to “transmit certain rudiments” to others who hunger for Christ, even 
though their knowledge of Jesus was limited.1  Calvin’s thesis, simply stated, is that he is 
simply recovering the original and orthodox Christian thought as attested by the 
                                                
1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, in The Library of Christian Classics, Vol. XX. 
Ed. John T. McNeill (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1960), 9. 
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Scriptures, upheld by the Patristics, and corrupted by the Roman Catholics of his day.  
Calvin believed he was teaching nothing new; rather, he was recovering what had been 
lost.  He calls his massive work a “simple” and “elementary form of teaching.”2  At its 
most basic level, the contents can be easily sketched by its four books: the knowledge of 
God the creator, the knowledge of Christ the redeemer, the means of grace, and, the 
community of faith.  
For the purposes of this project, Book 2 of the Institutes is critical.  The power of 
sin, and humanity’s corresponding need for a redeemer cannot be underestimated.  Calvin 
has famously written that the knowledge of God and the knowledge of self are 
inseparable.3  In Book 2, Calvin clearly states who we are as people: we have original sin 
that has corrupted every part of human nature.4  Humans are called to recognize two 
things: first, to consider the purpose for which people were “created and endowed with 
no mean gifts;” and, secondly to weigh human abilities, or lack thereof, in humility.  This 
will help individuals “recognize the nature” of Christian duty and the corresponding 
“ability to carry it out.”5 
 These twin themes of sin and grace are critical to this project of building up 
church leadership; human beings cannot live out who God is calling Christians to be 
without first admitting failures and recognizing shortcomings.  The Gospel always begins 
with repentance.  As each elder on session recognizes the limitations of any one person, it 
                                                
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., I, I, 1. 
4 Ibid., II, I, 8. 
5 Ibid., II, I, 3. 
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will help dispel the oft-repeated assertion that the pastor is the “CEO,” which has often 
been used as the justification for releasing oneself from responsibility.   
The corrupting influence of sin also steers the session away from having a select 
few elders make decisions that the others rubber-stamp.  Instead, Presbyterians realize 
that since God has called each elder to serve on session, it is critical that everyone works 
together.  Each elder is called to encourage other elders to speak, give opinions and help 
discern God’s will.  And, naturally, in order to speak thoughtfully and intelligently, elders 
must prayerfully work, prepare and be informed.  This calls for accepting responsibility 
and initiative.  In other words, keeping humankind’s fallen nature constantly in plain 
sight will not only lead to God’s grace in Jesus Christ, but it will help keep Christians 
from the sin of neglecting the responsibility that comes with God’s call.  In order to build 
up the leadership of session via its culture and functionality, the session must first 
recognize the sin that hinders; namely, the leaders’ unwillingness to lead.  As a Reformed 
Christian, the reality of sin and grace can never be ignored if any church is to grow in any 
practical way.  It is the tension that leaders are called to lead while they are powerless in 
and of themselves.6  Sin compels human reliance on God.7  By grace, Christ strengthens 
believers “to stand unconquerable against all the assaults of spiritual enemies.”8   
Calvin’s writings do have limitations.  They are dense and not always easily 
digested.  While Calvin’s writing on sin and the corresponding need for a Savior are 
timeless, the Reformation context in which he wrote is different; namely, his tone is 
                                                
6 Ibid., II, II, 4. 
7 Ibid., II, II, 10.  
8 Ibid., II, XV, 4.  
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frequently polemical.  Secondly, Calvin is writing about Christians in general, and is not 
specifically addressing elders, as this project is.  Yet, if human sin and the grace of the 
Lord Jesus Christ are not central, discipleship and leadership become impossible.  For 
Calvin’s stress on this theological cornerstone, this project is indebted.   
 
After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity by Miroslav Volf 
After Our Likeness is a work that seeks to counter individualistic tendencies in 
Protestant ecclesiologies today “to spell out a vision of the church as an image of the 
triune God.”9  Volf seeks to articulate a practical ecclesiology that explores how the 
Trinity is the Church’s guide to living in a broken world.10  In other words, faith should 
not simply be a private affair between the individual and God; rather, faith should make a 
difference such that those outside the community of faith can identify believing 
communities as embodying the faith.11   
In terms of its content, while Volf freely identifies with the Radical Reformation, 
this work nevertheless is intended to be ecumenical in nature as he dialogues with both 
the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions.  The author investigates Roman Catholic 
theology of the Church’s communal nature via the work of Cardinal Ratzinger by 
exploring in particular the interplay between the sacraments, Scripture, and office.  
Similarly, in chapter two, the nature of the Church in light of the Trinity is then explored 
in theology of Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas in terms of anthropological and 
                                                
9 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 2.  
10 Ibid., 7. 
11 Ibid., 16-17.  
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pneumatological dimensions of communion and how they relate to both the Eucharist and 
ecclesiastical governance. 
The author then advocates an ecclesiology in the Anabaptist tradition by 
considering what the Church “is” by exploring the simple yet profound question of “what 
makes a church, a church?”  Simply stated, his answer is the free ecclesiological 
conviction that “we are the Church.”  For Volf, this affirmation is rooted in two 
theological convictions: the first is perichoresis, which “determines the character and 
unity of the Trinity.”  Perichoresis is the “reciprocal interiority of the trinitarian 
persons.”12  Secondly, since the Son indwells believers through the Spirit, then “the unity 
of the Church is grounded in the interiority of the Spirit.”13  
Volf argues that if the Trinity with this “perichoretic personhood” is the starting 
point for ecclesiology, then the Church inherently has a  “structure of ecclesial unity.”14  
Volf then applies his ecclesiology to critique other ecclesiastical models, which are not 
flat structures that stress the participation that flows from a decision to enter into the 
social construct that is the community of faith.  This allows Volf to critique other 
traditions, including terms of ordination and charismata.  Yet, since Volf recognizes them 
all as genuine communities of faith who have the same Spirit, he has a strong foundation 
on which to build a theology for ecumenism.   
After Our Likeness significantly contributes to this project of developing the 
culture and functionality of session, as a group, in that it stresses the theological 
                                                
12 Ibid., 209.  Author’s italics have been removed.   
13 Ibid., 213.  Author’s italics have been removed. 
14 Ibid., 217.  
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foundation for flowing and unified life and witness for the local church.  Volf articulates 
this both by having the entire Trinity (and not one person of the Trinity, such as in 
Ratzinger’s theology) as the starting point for his ecclesiology.  Secondly, he is helpful in 
his contribution to the “perichoretic personhood” in the Trinity; namely, not only does the 
Trinity in and of itself illustrate unity and reciprocal indwelling, but also it lays the 
foundation for unity in the Church by virtue of the fact that all Christians share in that 
same Spirit.  
Finally, Volf’s work does have a number of limitations.  First and foremost, he 
sets out to correct an alleged individualism that is uniquely Protestant, while 
simultaneously never dialoguing with those traditions.  Unlike the Catholic, Orthodox 
and Anabaptist traditions, the Lutheran and Reformed traditions that are being critiqued 
are inexplicably silenced in a work striving for ecumenism.   
A second limitation in After Our Likeness is that while it seeks to “develop an 
ecclesiology that will facilitate. . . social embodiment of the Gospel,”15 Volf fails to show 
the reader what that embodiment looks like.  If this is a work for the local church, then an 
illustration of a church living that theology should be explored.  In the end, Volf appears 
to shift course from “being able to recognize a body of believers” to merely articulating a 
sturdy theology on which to strengthen ecumenical relations across the Body of Christ.  
 
The Cost of Discipleship by Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
The Cost of Discipleship has a simple, yet intensely profound aim: the essence of 
Jesus’ words.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer argues “the pure Word of Jesus has been overlaid 
                                                
15 Ibid., 5.  
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with so much human ballast. . . that is has become extremely difficult to make a genuine 
decision for Christ.”16 As such, his goal is “to tell how Jesus calls us to be his disciples” 
and what this call means in daily life.17  Bonhoeffer unpacks this life of discipleship by 
focusing on grace with its corresponding obedience in the life of the believer.  Contrary 
to the “cheap grace” that claims to provide forgiveness without any true repentance, 
obedience or discipline, biblical “costly” grace is “costly because it calls us to follow, and 
it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ.”18  In sum, the disciple of Christ has 
considered the entirety of one’s life and made a conscious and intentional decision to 
surrender the totality of one’s life to follow Christ.  Bonhoeffer teaches that Jesus had 
only one way for Christians to understand his teaching: “simple surrender and obedience, 
not interpreting it or applying it, but doing and obeying it.”19 
The overall argument in The Cost of Discipleship is developed through 
Bonhoeffer’s understanding of grace with its correlating demand for the Christian’s 
complete and absolute allegiance to live obediently to Christ.  The second and largest part 
of The Cost of Discipleship, then, pays special attention to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount 
in Matthew 5-7.  The remaining chapters further explore following Jesus both as an 
individual, and also in community, while drawing almost exclusively on Matthew’s 
Gospel. 
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The Cost of Discipleship relates directly to this project in developing leadership 
because it speaks directly to the discipline and commitment that are required of those 
who would follow Jesus.  Bonhoeffer leaves no room for those who would neglect their 
ordination vows or who would casually enter into a commitment to serve on session.  The 
steadfast endurance to the call of Christ as taught (and shown) by Dietrich Bonhoeffer is 
antithetical to the culture of Kannapolis that often looks to another to make decisions and 
wants to pass off authority to someone else.  Similarly, for a group of leaders who are 
merely grasping and learning the fundamentals of the Christian faith, as in FPC’s context, 
The Cost of Discipleship makes it difficult to hold onto to that faith superficially or 
lightly; nothing less than a purposeful resolve to follow Christ is the goal.   
For the purposes of this project, one of the limitations of The Cost of Discipleship 
is that, in the first place, it does not focus on Christian leadership per se so much as it 
addresses all who would follow Christ.  As such, it does not help a governing body set 
goals or establish best practices; rather, it focuses more on qualities and characteristics of 
the life devoted to Jesus Christ.  Similarly, while valuable, Bonhoeffer’s work is not a 
systematic or in-depth survey of Christian theology or the Bible; rather, it focuses on a 
select portion of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew’s Gospel.   
Perhaps the strength of the work, Bonhoeffer’s context in Nazi Germany and his 
corresponding martyrdom, powerfully demonstrates that he strove to “do” what Christ 
commanded.  Yet, this background may also be the book’s greatest limitation: it was 
written in a highly unique historical context over half a century ago, and it is difficult to 
separate the work fully from one individual’s biography.  Thus, while the reader will 
benefit greatly from The Cost of Discipleship due to Bonhoeffer’s concentration on the 
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enduring biblical texts themselves, the particular historical circumstances, and the utter 
evil of the Nazi regime, is a far contrast from the present-day context of life in 
Kannapolis, NC.   
 
Leading the Team-Based Church: How Pastors and Church Staffs Can Grow Together 
into a Powerful Fellowship of Leaders by George Cladis 
 
The thesis of George Cladis’ Leading the Team-Based Church can be simply 
stated: “the theological model of God as Trinity contains a useful and meaningful model 
for leading effective churches.”20  In part one, Cladis argues that the fellowship among 
the three persons of the Trinity, or perichoresis, models a “team” that reveals attributes 
for fellowship among church leaders.  The perichoretic, or “circle dancing” Trinity is the 
driving image for participative leadership that sets aside negative elements of culturally 
dominant models of leadership that are rooted in power and control.21  Cladis then creates 
a cultural backdrop for his work by exploring positive connections between Christian 
theology and helpful practices in today’s postmodern business world.   
Part two then reviews the characteristics that a group of church leaders would 
have if they followed the model of the perichoretic Trinity.  Cladis explores seven aspects 
of the team: covenanting, visionary, culture-creating, collaborative, trusting, empowering, 
and learning.  These characteristics help foster community and accountability in a 
flourishing environment.  
                                                
20 George Cladis, Leading the Team-Based Church: How Pastors and Church Staffs Can Grow 
Together into a Powerful Fellowship of Leaders (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999), xii. 
21 Ibid., 4, 5. 
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Cladis’ book makes a significant contribution to this topic.  First, its starting point 
is Christian orthodoxy, and the session needs to develop its theology.  Second, the 
building of leaders at FPC necessitates addressing the critical issues that Cladis 
addresses, such as empowering, accountability and risk-taking all in the context of a 
covenant Christian community.  Leading the Team-Based Church is geared to help 
church leadership teams practically learn to grow and be fruitful by constantly exploring 
the realm of possibility, and offers many concrete suggestions.   
For the purposes of this project, Leading the Team-Based Church and After Our 
Likeness complement one another well.  Cladis’ work fills in some of the practical 
applications and illustrations of what church leadership modeled after the Trinity looks 
like, which Volf’s book lacks.  Conversely, Volf provides a more robust underlying 
theology than Cladis.  Leading the Team-Based Church omits the ontological and organic 
basis of Christian unity: the indwelling of the Spirit of God in all believers that is so 
central to Volf.  In other words, Christians are not merely to work toward living in 
perichoretic ways as Cladis seems to suggest; rather, far from simply constructing a 
healthy environment or fruitful patterns of behavior (which are present in today’s secular 
business world) Christians have the power of the Holy Spirit.  The indwelling of that 
Spirit is the basis for the Church; the Trinity is not simply a model to pattern of living.  
The difference is significant, and an interesting one since Reformed theologians (and 
Cladis is Reformed) often concentrate on the believer’s dependence on the Holy Spirit in 
light of the sin that John Calvin so richly explores in Book 2 of the Institutes.  
Finally, it is puzzling that Cladis appears to address pastors and staffs, as opposed 
to a session comprised of elders, as the decision-making leadership bodies.  While this is 
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certainly true in some ecclesiologies, it is a limitation in FPC’s context, and a surprising 
one since Cladis and FPC share the same tradition.  This material can certainly be 
adapted, and more emphasis will be placed on the group leading as a unit (so Volf) than 
the pastor as the dominant leader (so Cladis.)22 
 
Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive through the Dangers of Leading  
by Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky 
 
Leadership on the Line is a work that is about surviving and thriving amidst the 
challenges of leadership.  In it, Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky identify two types of 
organizational challenges: technical and adaptive.  “Technical” changes are simple; they 
are problems that the community or organization already has solutions to that frequently 
arise that require information or standard operating procedures to overcome.  Conversely, 
“adaptive” change, which is the focus of this book, is difficult because it requires 
“experiments, new discoveries, and adjustments.”  Simply put, adaptive change requires 
new ways of “being,” such as new attitudes or behaviors that are internalized in the 
people themselves.23  
This volume lays out a practical framework for actualizing adaptive change 
within an organization, and works in concert with the more theoretical Leadership 
Without Easy Answers.  Since the authors are acutely aware of the inherent difficulties in 
implementing adaptive change, they begin part one by exploring some key components 
of leading change and the inherent sense of loss that accompanies change.  They also 
                                                
22 Ronald A Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line (Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press, 2002), 135.  
23 Ibid., 13.  
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reflect upon common forms of resistance to that change (diversion, seduction, attack and 
marginalization).24  Part two suggests different courses of action to help overcome 
obstacles in order to actualize the change, and is the heart of the book.  Notably, the 
authors teach how to “orchestrate the conflict,” or manage the process of introducing 
change.  Finally, part three then considers the leader as an individual person and 
addresses issues in self-care.  
Leadership on the Line contributes significantly to this project of developing 
leaders at First Presbyterian Church in Kannapolis.  The whole crux of the purpose of this 
project is in and of itself adaptive change.  This project is an attempt to develop leaders in 
a context in which a dearth of leadership is one of its most salient features; it is desired 
that the elders think and act differently in overseeing the congregation, whether that is in 
terms of taking risks, accepting authority, or becoming organized.  The process of 
nurturing responsibility and encouraging authority is a tremendous shift in the culture and 
functionality of session, and it is something that needs to be handled with care.  
Kannapolis’ status as a former mill town can be an extremely sensitive topic, which can 
elicit a strong and immediate emotional response.   
The chief limitation of Leadership on the Line is that it is not a work in Christian 
theology; it is a work geared toward the secular world in making decisions in various 
organizations across the political or corporate spectrum.  It is purely anthropocentric, not 
theocentric, in nature.  As such, it has an entirely different basis than John Calvin or 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  While Leadership on the Line can speak to making more fruitful 
                                                
24 Ibid., 26-30.  
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and healthy leaders in the church’s governing body, something such as positioning FPC 
in order to pursue mission is not in the immediate scope of this work.   
Finally, while leaders never work in a vacuum and the best decisions for the 
group or organization are in full view, nevertheless Leadership on the Line occasionally 
seems to lean toward embracing a “CEO mentality.”  While the purpose is to give the 
responsibility to the group, in practice it sometimes appears to function with one person 
with much authority.  This is flatly different than the group ethos and culture this project 
is striving to nurture at First Presbyterian Church.  Moving away from the “pastor as 
CEO mentality” will help strengthen the group as a whole in seeking and pursing after 
the will of God.   
This chapter has reviewed five books that are critical in informing a theological 
basis of church leadership.  Each one makes a substantial and unique contribution in 
developing the culture and functionality of session.  These works underlie the theology of 
leadership revitalization that articulated in Chapter 3.  
 
  40 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3 
A THEOLOGY OF LEADERSHIP REVITALIZATION 
 
Reformed theology begins with God.  God is the sovereign Creator and without 
the knowledge of God there is no true knowledge of self.1  With God’s sovereignty as the 
starting point, understanding church leadership necessitates an articulation of certain 
foundational beliefs.  As such, this chapter will explore particular aspects of anthropology 
and the nature of God in reference to the purpose of this project; namely, how an 
evangelical and Reformed theology relates to the context of First Presbyterian Church in 
Kannapolis in light of its unique history as a former mill town that fosters a culture of 
dependency and helplessness.  
By way of introduction, it should be noted that the Reformed tradition asserts a 
priesthood of all believers.2  Officers and leaders of the Church are set apart from others 
to function in a particular way; elders are not set above the other members.3  All 
                                                
1 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, I, 1. 
2 See, for example, Book of Order. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Part II. 
(Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2011-2013), W-1.4003.  It should be noted that this edition of 
the PC(USA) Book of Order, which was the final edition of the Book of Order that FPC operated under, fits 
extraordinarily well with the first edition of the ECO’s polity in 2013.  There most certainly is much 
theological continuity and extended similarities between these two books, and they both help illuminate the 
life of FPC.   
3 Ibid., F-1.02, W-4.4001.  
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Christians are believed to be equal before God.  As such, the primary difference in the 
Reformed tradition between a theology of “leadership revitalization” and a theology of 
“discipleship for the active church member” lies largely in the vows of ordination and the 
manner in which an elder is called to function.  Simply put, while elders are charged to 
oversee church property, ensure regular worship, provide for Christian education, and to 
serve in various other ways that effect the whole membership, the underlying theology of 
what it means to follow Jesus regardless of one’s ordination status is largely the same.4    
The theology of church leadership revitalization articulated in this chapter will 
commence with an exploration of the twin themes of sin and grace, followed by a 
consideration of the perichoretic nature of the Trinity.  It will then be demonstrated that 
right living in light of this theology of leadership necessitates an acceptance of Christian 
commitment that is the essence of Jesus’ teaching as set forth in the Scriptures such as the 
Sermon on the Mount.  Third, orthopraxy, or how the session will live into this theology 
more fully through a “Christianized” model of adaptive change will be explored.  Sin 
itself is the starting point of the process, and it draws upon the crux of Paul’s Gospel in 
Romans, particularly chapters 9-11.  This will flow into an exploration of two relevant 
scriptural passages of what fruitful church leadership looks like through an examination 
of Matthew 7:15-20 and 1 Corinthians 16:1-4.   
Gospel-living church leadership is characterized by dedication, accountability, 
covenantal life and mutual empowerment.  These theological themes will then be woven 
together to form the basis of developing sessional leadership at FPC.  A session that lives 
                                                
4 See Appendix A for the responsibilities of the session are enumerated in “ECO Polity and 
Discipline” updated 02/01/2013, 1.0603.  Accessed online on February 10, 2015 at: http://eco-
pres.org/static/media/uploads/resources/eco_polity_and_discipline_020113.pdf 
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in openness and deep relationship is afforded a safe context to implement change, not 
only in regards to its oversight of the running of the local congregation, but also that it 
may ultimately live outwardly as it serves others as is attested in Scripture.   
 
Sin and Grace 
A long-running joke in the Presbyterian tradition is that total depravity, or the 
belief that sin taints every aspect of human lives and relationships, is the only doctrine 
that can be “empirically verified” by simply reading the daily newspaper and sin is 
reported on almost every page in stories of war, rape, brutality, and oppression.5  
Reformed theology has long emphasized the power of sin.  An affirmation of the reality 
and nature of sin is frequently placed at or near the beginning of almost any Reformed 
confession.  While there is no “single” monolithic Reformed tradition or confession that 
takes precedent over other confessions, such as the Pope can issue authoritative 
statements binding on all Roman Catholics, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion 
nevertheless has been roundly recognized as a normative and enduring framework of 
Reformed thought, and it is one of the earliest and most systematic theologies in this 
tradition, and as such, is important to this project.   
Calvin pays no small amount of attention to the reality of sin together with 
humanity’s corresponding need for a Redeemer.  The Confessions likewise emphasize 
that humankind is born into sin.  The disobedience of the man and Eve in Eden in 
Genesis 3 is often referred to as “the Fall,” and brought ruin upon the human race through 
                                                
5 For a fuller description of total depravity, see Donald Bloesch, Essentials of Evangelical 
Theology, Vol. 1: God, Authority and Salvation (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1978) reprint 1982, 90. 
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“inherited corruption.”  John Calvin writes that original sin is a “hereditary depravity and 
corruption of our nature, diffused to all parts of the soul.”6  Original sin is so powerful 
that Reformed confessions, such as the Westminster Confession of Faith, frequently 
affirm than humankind is “dead in sin” and that there is an immeasurable distance 
between the sovereign Creator and the creature.7  Again, the Second Helvetic Confession 
concurs when it states that humans are believed to be solely responsible for their sin, 
which has corrupted God’s good creation.8  Or, as the Scots Confession states, original 
sin has “defaced” the image of God in humankind, made people “hostile” to God and 
“slaves to Satan, and servants to sin.”9  While different traditions within the Christian 
religion have struggled in understanding precisely the role humankind’s free will, 
Reformed theologians such as Calvin flatly put the emphasis on human powerlessness 
and the corresponding need for the grace of God, and not human effort.10    
This emphasis on the reality and power of sin in the Reformed tradition not only 
easily affirms that sin is in the world, but it also quickly recognizes that humans are 
unaware of the extent of personal sin; sin blinds us.  Calvin notes that humans “should 
not rely on any opinion of our own strength” or boast in human virtue, but rather in good 
Augustinian fashion Calvin admits “he has no refuge except in humility.”11  Yet, the 
                                                
6 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, II, I, 8.   
7 Book of Confessions, The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Part I. (Louisville: 
Office of the General Assembly, 2004), 6.031-.037.  Note that the Book of Confessions in both FPC’s 
former denomination, the PC(USA) and the current denomination of ECO are identical.  
8 Ibid., 5.036.   
9 Ibid., 3.03. 
10 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, II, II, 4.  
11 Ibid., II, II, 11.  
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silver lining in the cloud of sin is that it magnifies the grace that exists in Jesus Christ.  
Here Reformed theology underscores the fulfillment of God’s plans and promises that is 
found in the Messiah, who was promised in the Old Testament and was revealed in the 
New.12  The purpose of the Messiah is to “restore us to God’s grace as to make the 
children of men, the children of God.”13  While it is beyond the purposes of this paper to 
enunciate the entire theology of Book II of the Institutes or the scope of grace, it is 
sufficient to note that sin has made humankind unable to live rightly before God, and a 
Redeemer was needed who would be truly God in order to be strong enough to do away 
with death while simultaneously being truly human in order to take on human weakness 
to so together God would atone for sin and “win victory for us.”14 
The power of sin and the corresponding need for God’s grace are never far from 
the daily living for the believer.  As such, Presbyterian worship often confesses sin and 
guilt near the beginning of the service lest the proclamation of the Gospel fall on deaf 
ears.  Specifically, as it relates to specific context of this project, it is easy to note the 
struggle that First Presbyterian Church in Kannapolis has gone through.  The 
congregation has been shrinking for decades, as has the fruit of the church’s labor.  A 
dying church that has an unfailing Gospel and Lord strongly suggests that the disciples 
have somehow or other gone astray or been unfaithful.  In terms of the elders of FPC, 
approaching the work of session in light of the current state of the congregation can only 
lead toward a continual confession of the elders’ shortcomings, together with an 
                                                
12 On the unity and similarities of the Old and New Testaments, Ibid., II, X, 2.  
13 Ibid., II, XII, 2. 
14 Ibid., II, XII, 3. 
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affirmation of the need for God’s grace.  This awareness of sin, coupled with asking for 
the Holy Spirit’s help, is fundamental to working through any and every problem that the 
session may tackle; it creates an openness to the need and work of God and is therefore 
foundational.   
One specific application, in light of the history, culture and current state of 
Kannapolis, is the elders’ failure to live out the vows of ordination.  There is often an 
unwillingness to lead, and the pastor or one staff member is looked to for leadership, 
guidance and making decisions.  This unwillingness to lead is illustrated by the fact that 
this congregation, unlike many others in the Reformed tradition, created a rule that an 
elder could only serve the absolute minimum: a two-year term that mandates a year off 
before even considering a second term.  Conversely, since most congregations have 
elders who desire control and power, the Book of Order mandates that an elder may not 
serve more than six consecutive years.15  
 
The Perichoretic God 
If sin and grace is one side of the Calvinistic theological coin, the knowledge of 
God is the other.16  This dual affirmation of the limits and powerlessness of the human 
goes hand-in-hand with the “central affirmation” of the Reformed tradition that God is 
sovereign.17  While the nature and workings of God are indeed complex and infinite, one 
                                                
15 Book of Order, 2011-2013, F-2.05.  
16 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, I, 1. 
17 Book of Order. The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) Part II. (Louisville: Office 
of the General Assembly, 2009), G-2.0500(a).   
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particular aspect of the Godhead is germane in developing the culture and functionality of 
the session of FPC: the perichoretic nature of God.   
In expounding the doctrine of God, Presbyterians are quick to state that God is a 
Triune God.  The holy mystery of believing that one God exists in three distinct persons 
who are “consubstantial, coeternal, and coequal; distinct with respect to hypostases, and 
with respect to order, the one preceding the other yet without any inequality”18 is difficult 
to grasp.  For this reason, John of Damascus’ image of the Trinity as perichoresis has 
frequently been used.  Perichoresis finds much of its biblical basis in the Johannine 
corpus (e.g. Jn 10:38; 14:10-11; 17:21).  It imagines God as a “circle dance” in which the 
persons of the Trinity are in “constant movement in a circle that implies intimacy, 
equality, unity yet distinction, and love.”19  As Shirley Guthrie writes, “The oneness of 
God… is the unity of a community of persons” in which “personal” truly means “inter-
personal.”20  Put another way, Miroslav Volf writes each person of the Trinity indwells 
the others while not loosing their distinct personhood so that from their interiority 
emerges their catholicity.21 
It has long been recognized that unlike the Eastern Orthodox Church, Western 
Christianity often imagines the Trinity as a triangle, which can easily be interpreted (or 
misinterpreted) to convey a message of hierarchy of control or power; indeed, this would 
                                                
18 Book of Confessions, 5.017. 
19 George Cladis, Leading the Team-Based Church: How Pastors and Church Staffs Can Grow 
Together into a Powerful Fellowship of Leaders (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999), 4.   
20 Shirley Guthrie, Christian Doctrine, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994), 
92.  The author’s italics have been removed.   
21 Volf, After Our Likeness, 208-209.   
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fits well with the Roman Catholic hierarchy in which the Pope is the head of the 
Church.22  As such, it is helpful to replace the Western Church’s potentially hierarchal 
Trinitarian triangle with the Eastern Church’s perichoretic circle that represents a 
fellowship of equals.  As Shirley Guthrie writes, this re-imagining fosters “mutual 
openness, self-giving love, and support.”23 In sum, each person of the Trinity to be “free 
not from but for the others.”24 
Thus, ontologically, the Triune God models what it means to live with other 
people in such a way that is neither based in lording power over one another, nor in 
shying away from responsibility and authority, but in mutual respect and equality.  It 
exemplifies what it means to be a unique individual who lives in community with others.  
In sum, perichoretic love allows unity without fusion, self-differentiation without cutoffs, 
and collaboration without control.  It is a vision of connected mutual relationships.   
This vision of mutual, flowing, interconnected persons working together is 
applicable to the session at FPC.  In light of the history and context of Kannapolis in both 
the city center and First Presbyterian Church with one person, or at best a few people, 
wielding all the control and authority has created a culture that rewards unquestioning 
loyalty over and above group commitment and collaboration.  The example of the 
perichoretic Trinity is antithetical to the culturally dominant CEO model of leadership 
that operates through “command and control” that Kannapolis has known for so long.25 
                                                
22 Cf. Cladis, Leading the Team-Based Church, 5.  
23 Ibid., 93.   
24 Ibid. The author’s italics have been removed.   
25 Margaret Wheatley, Finding Our Way: Leadership For an Uncertain Time (San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2005), 64-65.   
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George Cladis helpfully expounds this theology of the perichoretic Trinity for 
church leadership, including how collaboration and empowering relates to covenants.  In 
sum, Cladis writes that this relational nature of the Trinity provides the ethos of a 
covenant; namely, it is a “living definition of community whose essence is love.”26  
Covenants help articulate who we are, what we believe, and what we intend to do.  They 
provide a place of safety that allows vulnerability and true sharing.  In sum, they help 
define “what unites us.”27 
The flowing nature of that Trinitarian circle dance captures the essence of a group 
working together for a common goal.  Not only does it all take place within the context of 
a safe covenant in love, but also the persons of the Trinity all have the same purpose in 
mind.  In perichoretic collaboration, there is no unfair criticism or competition, but rather 
a coming together of unique persons in harmony and community.28  Such relationships 
foster accountability and mutual empowerment.   
Perichoretic collaboration celebrates the activity and character of God.  There are 
a variety of gifts (e.g. 1 Cor 12, 14), there is the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5) and multiple 
ways to serve yet it is the one Triune Lord who is the cause of them all.29  As 1 Cor 12:4-
6 reads, “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of 
services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God 
                                                
26 Cladis, Leading the Team-Based Church, 10.  
27 Ibid.  
28 Ibid., 13-14.  
29 Ibid., 92-93.  
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who activates all of them in everyone.”30  A collaborative team “shares it resources and 
gifts in order to move in harmony toward a divine purpose.”31 
By way of summary, an understanding of the perichoretic nature of God fosters a 
healthy model for FPC’s leadership team.  It is the quintessential vision of celebrating 
how different persons live and work together in perfect harmonious relationship toward a 
common way of being.  It is most applicable to a highly atypical environment such as 
Kannapolis, and is germane in developing the culture and functionality of the session of 
FPC.  
 
Christian Commitment and Leadership Revitalization 
With this framework that the beginning of the knowledge of God is bound up in 
the reality that people are broken creatures in need of redemption while the perichoretic 
Trinity models relationships full of grace and love, the third foundational theological 
block for the Christian leader is that of commitment.  “When Christ calls a man, he bids 
him to come and die,” writes Dietrich Bonhoeffer.32  The grace that washes away sin 
demands a response on the part of the believer.  To treat grace merely as a philosophical 
framework or belief system that required no real change or sacrifice has been referred to 
as “cheap grace” and a “denial of the Incarnation of the Word of God” and is antithetical 
to the Sermon on the Mount.33  Being open to the saving grace of God requires 
confession, repentance, sacrifice and church discipline.  Simply put, following Jesus 
                                                
30 This project cites Scripture from the NRSV. 
 
31 Ibid., 93. 
32 Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, 89.  
33 Ibid., 43.  
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involves taking up one’s cross (cf. Mt 16:24, Lk 9:23).  As Bonhoeffer writes so 
beautifully, “grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us 
to follow Jesus Christ.”34   
Similarly, Calvin, drawing once again on the humility that should characterize the 
saints, writes that the redeemed do not belong to themselves, but to God.  “We are not our 
own: in so far as we can, let us therefore forget ourselves and all that is ours,” Calvin 
plainly writes.  The “sum of the Christian life is the denial of ourselves,” and “bearing the 
cross” is a part of that self-denial.35   
A radical Christian commitment to Jesus Christ is not exclusive to Reformed 
theology; rather, it is embraced roundly in Christianity.  Bonhoeffer embraced Christ’s 
call to serve deeply, and was a Lutheran.  Anabaptists, too, hold tightly to the radical 
nature of Christian discipleship.  Just as Jesus gave up everything to do the will of the 
Father (cf. Lk 9:58; Phil 2:1-11), so too discipleship is rooted in imitating Christ.36  
Mennonite David Augsburger affirms the essence of denying the self, or costly grace, 
when he writes that this life of commitment to Jesus is manifested in concrete ways 
through relationships and is epitomized in the Sermon on the Mount.  For Augsburger, to 
commit to Christ is not affirming either “grace not works” or “grace from works” but 
rather “grace that works.”37 
                                                
34 Ibid., 45.  Author’s original italics removed.  
35 Calvin, III, VII, 1, and III, VIII, 1.  
36 David Augsburger, Dissident Discipleship: A Spirituality of Self-Surrender, Love of God and 
Love of Neighbor (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006), 28.  
37 Ibid., 47.   
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Disciples of Jesus, and particularly church leaders who have taken special vows 
of accountability and commitment, are called to accept the self-sacrifice that corresponds 
to their God-given responsibility.38  Claiming this responsibility and committing to the 
promises that elders make upon assuming office do not come easy in Kannapolis.  The 
history and culture of Kannapolis with its strong paternalistic ethos of one large family in 
which “Uncle Charlie” Cannon or another figure had the one seat of authority directly 
discourages this type of responsibility.  It is even evident in the way the session often 
defaults to either a staff member or the pastor to act as the CEO to the detriment of the 
commitment of the elders.   
 
Orthodoxy and Orthopraxy: Pro-actively Seeking the Will of God 
The continual affirmation and re-affirmation of the power of sin and grace, the 
perichoretic nature of the Trinity, and the commitment that the office of elder demands 
together lay a firm theological foundation for the needed leadership develop in 
Kannapolis.  The confession and repentance that the Gospel begins with (cf. Mk 1:4-5, 
14-15) calls the community to be open to the leading of God.  A continual time of 
reflection, asking for the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, and study of the Scripture 
helps one discover the reality that “the mystery of leadership. . . means to be led.”39   
While it may be accurately stated that church leaders often do not have a deep 
biblical or theological foundation, it is equally true that the Church often does not 
practice what it preaches.  In other words, teaching is necessary but not sufficient.  A 
                                                
38 Cf. the ordination vows in the “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 2.0103. 
39 Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 2002), 75.   
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theology of church leadership revitalization must move beyond merely an affirmation of 
doctrine to praxis.  A failure to lead is, of course, a product of spiritual blindness. 
Whenever any group of sinners comes together, there will be conflict.  In the 
words of Peter Drucker, “the one predictable thing in any organization is crisis” and that 
leaders do well to anticipate it.40  There can be harmful problems or “negative” conflicts 
that are merely unfruitful and destructive, such as the reasons that have lead to a 
prolonged process of congregational death at FPC, or there can be “positive” conflicts 
that lead to organizational health.  Times of confession and repentance present a 
wonderful opportunity to begin to reflect upon what the group believes and how those 
beliefs correspond to their lifestyle.  A discrepancy between belief and practice provides 
the opportunity for repentance.   
To this end, Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky’s work on “adaptive change” is 
helpful.  “Adaptive change” occurs when behaviors or beliefs in an organization are 
addressed and changed in order to promote the growth and general health of that body.41  
Adaptive change occurs not when one person singlehandedly offers a vision and the 
community signs on and follows; rather, deep change occurs as the community itself 
learns to face its problems.42 
Heifetz and Linsky’s work on adaptive change advocates a process called 
“orchestrating the conflict.”  Simply put, orchestrating a conflict is described by 
                                                
40 Peter F. Drucker, Managing the Non-Profit Organization: Principles and Practices (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1990), 9.   
41 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 13.  
42 Ronald A. Heifetz, Leadership Without Easy Answers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1994), 14.  
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borrowing from the imagery of a symphony in which all parties should be working 
together towards a common goal instead of against one another.43  In the process of 
change, beliefs and values are articulated and clarified as the organization asks itself what 
its core priorities and beliefs are.  It then lifts up those values vis-à-vis the actual life of 
the organization.44  There is inherent tension in realizing that one’s beliefs and actions do 
not agree.  Naturally, any change can be difficult, and this process speaks to beliefs, 
values and behaviors, so there is the potential for the work of adaptive change to be 
stressful and increase conflict if not handled well.  And, conversely, it can be 
tremendously powerful, positive and stretching for an organization.  It is difficult work; 
any change necessitates loss, and it also opens up the opportunity to transform the 
structures of society.  This approach favors an interdependency in which all the parties 
work together; not an unhealthy co-dependency or need for one leader.   
One critical difference between a secular approach to adaptive change (e.g. as 
found in Heifetz) when compared to encouraging such change in the Church is that the 
process of “orchestrating the conflict” begins in the process with articulating the deeply 
held beliefs of the group.  FPC, then, hopefully begins with a strong starting position 
because the church is rooted in a faith tradition that is expressed through the “Essential 
Tenets” of the ECO denomination.45  There are many resources, such as the books 
                                                
43 Ronald A. Heifetz, Alexander Grashow and Marty Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive 
Leadership: Tools and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World (Boston: Harvard Business 
Review Press, 2009), 151. 
44 Ibid., 152-153.  
45 The unpublished “Essential Tenets and Confessional Standards” may be found online http://eco-
pres.org/static/media/uploads/ resources/Essential%20Tenets/eco-essential-tenets-confessions.pdf.  
Accessed February 11, 2015. 
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explored in the literature review of chapter two, that by and large will already have much 
acceptance and authority in articulating the session’s beliefs.  Naturally, the faith 
community also will be actively calling on the strength of the Holy Spirit, while a secular 
company would not.   
The mechanism to “Christianize” adaptive change is to use the constant presence 
of sin itself.  In other words, as has been established above, sin is pervasive.  Through an 
examination of what the session believes, which would especially use the elder ordination 
vows, confessing any failure to live up to those vows is a starting place to examine the 
difference between one’s life and practice.  Humans are guaranteed to fail to some extent; 
therefore, exploiting sin itself as a means of recognizing one’s shortcomings helps 
recognize growth areas so that they then may be addressed.   
This is not without biblical precedent; in fact, it is the crux of the Gospel.  The 
theme of the Epistle to the Romans is the “Gospel of God” (Rom 1:1) that reveals the 
“righteousness of God” (Rom 1:17) in which all peoples are now called to enter into the 
covenant.  Stunningly, the very mechanism itself in which God uses to bring all peoples 
into the community of faith is human weakness; namely, jealousy.  Indeed, Israel 
received many gifts such as the giving of the Torah, the temple worship and the 
Patriarchs (Rom 9:4-5), which the Gentiles did not.  Israel was supposed to be the light of 
the world, yet it repeatedly failed and became dark (cf. Is 49, 6, 9; Rom 2:17-24).  Israel’s 
own prophets repeatedly attest to Israel’s failure.46  Yet Israel’s unbelief afforded the very  
 
                                                
46 Grieb, Katherine A. The Story of Romans: A Narrative Defense of God’s Righteousness 
(Louisville: John Know Press, 2002), 32.  
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opportunity for the Gentiles to join the covenant.  Consequently, Israel became jealous of 
the Gentiles’ salvation (Rom 11:11-15), which in turned caused Israel to repent as well.   
By way of summary, the “mystery” in Romans 11:25 is that God has used the 
disobedience of both Jews and Gentiles to accomplish His own purposes of showing 
mercy to both groups (Rom 11:30-32).47  To paraphrase Tom Wright, the sequence is: the 
Gentiles were disobedient, then the Jewish people as a whole rejected the Gospel, which 
in turn created space for the Gentiles to come in.  The Gentiles receiving mercy will 
make Jews “jealous” and so turn from unbelief to mercy.  Therefore, grace is not a 
privilege or right, and this sequence shows how grace could be grace,48 which of course, 
comes full circle to the interrelatedness of sin and grace as explored in the first 
theological point in this chapter.   
In terms of First Presbyterian Church of Kannapolis, the applicability of 
undergoing a process of adaptive change in which the leadership is developed is evident.  
Naturally, a congregation that has been shrinking steadily over decades and was close to 
death is not congruent with Jesus’ words that Christians are to “bear much fruit” to the 
“glory of the Father” (Jn 15:8).  Pro-actively working to seek the will of God, as opposed 
to having someone else hand a vision or directions to them is something new in 
Kannapolis.  Yet, it is healthy to ask the elders what does the session believe and to help 
the church leadership pro-actively seek to live out the faith by examining discrepancies 
between its belief and praxis.  The hope is to bear more fruit and be faithful to the 
                                                
47 Ibid., 111. 
48 Tom Wright, Romans for Everyone, Vol. 2 (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 2004), 
62-63.  
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covenant; namely, that the session would be more functional and have a healthier culture 
that will lay the foundation to be more engaged in missions in time.  
 
Biblical Insights into Healthy Church Leadership 
Scripture has always been the cornerstone of Reformed theology; indeed, they 
very word “Reformed” was coined in a letter that the Queen of England wrote in which 
she called the Swiss “more reformed” according to the Word of God than the Germans, 
meaning Calvin and others discarded more church tradition than Luther in favor of sola 
scriptura.  Scripture does at times enumerate characteristics or qualities that are needed in 
church leaders, particularly in the Pastoral Epistles (for example, see 1 Tm 3, 5:17-20, Ti 
1:6-9).  While those texts are undoubtedly helpful, this project seeks to consider the 
session as a whole, and not elders as individuals.  Therefore, two contrasting texts that 
speak to healthy church leadership are explored below.  The first passage from Matthew 
7 flows well from the theology already articulated above that also was found in the 
Sermon in the Mount.  It speaks to the visible witness of church leadership.  The second 
text from 1 Corinthians 16 focuses on Paul’s Collection with its corresponding outward 
focus of church leadership.  This sort of visible witness is the superordinate goal of 
developing the culture and functionality of session that is the focus of this project.  
 
Matthew 7:15-20: The Visible Witness of Church Leadership 
The prolonged state of decline of First Presbyterian Church, together with its 
rather sparse history of missions (as noted above), underscores the need for the session to 
be developed.  The Sermon on the Mount, which has buttressed in particular the theology 
of commitment needed in leadership, nears its conclusion with Jesus’ teaching on fruit.  
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Fruit (karpos) often refers to trees, and often means “gain” or “result” particularly as it 
pertains to the working out of God’s will.49  Good fruit is often the result of genuine 
repentance and refers to the righteous actions of human beings and indicates the value of 
the tree.50   
Donald Hagner notes that in Matthew 7  “fruit” is “a natural and common 
metaphor for righteous deeds.”51  Righteous deeds come from those who follow the 
teachings of Jesus, unlike the false prophets in Matthew 7:15, who “pretend to have and 
proclaim the truth” but lack evidence in their daily living that the “follow the truth.”52  
One’s doctrine and life together clearly make visible the authentic follower of Jesus.53  
To apply this to the church involves a “close and critical scrutiny” of “character, conduct, 
message, motives and influence.”54  
In sum, Jesus clearly desires for his disciples to bear good fruit.  Neither a bad 
tree nor a dead tree bears good fruit.  In terms of Kannapolis, then, the session would do 
well to ask itself what kind of fruit FPC is producing, if any.  The prolonged state of 
decline and near death of the congregation does indicate that change is warranted.   
                                                
49 Hauck, “karpos” in Gerhard Kittle and Gerhard Friedrich, eds. The Theological Dictionary of 
the New Testament Trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1984) III: 614. 
50 Ibid.  
51 Donald Hagner, Matthew 1-13, Vol. 33a, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas: Word Books, 
1993) 183.  
52 Ibid., 183. 
53 Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, Volume 1: The Christbook, Matthew 1-12 revised and 
expanded (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 355. 
54 John R. W. Stott, The Message of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7): Christian Counter-
Culture (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1978), 203.  
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1 Corinthians 16:1-4: The Outward Focus of Church Leadership 
While it may often be overlooked, the Collection is no small matter in the New 
Testament.  The story of the Collection is a complex matter; it was neither short nor easy.  
Yet, simply put, Paul gathered funds from many Gentile-Christian congregations on his 
travels in order to benefit the Jewish-Christian Church in Jerusalem.  Among other 
things, it encouraged church unity by underscoring God’s longstanding plan to use Israel 
to be a blessing to the whole world.   
As such, Paul devoted much time, energy and thought to the Collection.  It 
appears the Collection required several attempts.  The first is a brief reference in 
Galatians 2:10 that notes the Collection was present in some form at the Council of 
Jerusalem as Paul agreed with other leaders that looking after the poor (or, the Jerusalem 
Church) was the “very thing he was eager to do.”55  While the Galatians reference is 
contested among scholars, the offering may have been quickly cancelled due to conflict 
(cf. Gal 2:11-21).56   
Regardless of whether the Collection was either stopped and re-started two times 
(Keith Nickle) or three times (Dieter Georgi) depending on one’s interpretation, it is 
recognized that the Collection was long associated with Paul and, at a minimum, is found 
in 1 Corinthians 16, Romans 15:23-29, 2 Corinthians 8-9 and referenced in Acts 24:17, 
26.  Second, while the precise chronology of the story of the Collection is disputed, as is 
whether or not it was accepted by the Jerusalem Church when delivered, the primary 
                                                
55 Dieter Georgi, Remembering the Poor: The History of Paul’s Collection for Jerusalem 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 43.  
56 Ibid, 45, and Keith F. Nickle, The Collection: A Study in Paul’s Strategy, Studies in Biblical 
Theology 48 (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009), 13.   
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purpose of the Collection is not: it was to be a sign of unity between Jewish Christians 
and Gentile Christians that was offered in love.   
There are numerous issues and applications for the Collection.  For example, it 
could rightly be used to underscore the need for scrupulous financial oversight and 
sharing throughout the Body of Christ.57  Yet, the passage in 1 Corinthians 16:1-4 is also 
helpful when noted in context: it occurs directly after Paul’s teaching on the resurrection 
of the dead in 1 Corinthians 15.  Despite all the conflicts and trials of the ancient 
Corinthian church throughout this epistle, Paul nevertheless calls the Corinthians to 
action in light of the resurrection in a real, concrete, tangible way.58  Anthony Thiselton 
also remarks neither resurrection nor discipleship is a private affair; and he provocatively 
asks “what does transparent discipleship in the public world” look like?59  Paul’s 
Collection did have a visible witness; even the Governor Felix took note (Acts 24:24-26).  
It was a united, tangible gift of grace (“charis” in 16:4). The unity between Gentile and 
Jewish believers in Christ in the Collection “was meant to show that the Jesus-believing 
community represented a new creation with its roots in the resurrection of Christ.”60   
Finally, it is worth noting that both the “good fruit” pertaining to the visible witness of 
discipleship and the outward focus here with the Collection have an eschatological 
dimension.  The former occurs in light of the eternal judgment (Mt 7:21-22) and the latter 
                                                
57 Anthony C. Thiselton, 1 Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical and Pastoral Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 293. 
58 Tom Wright, 1 Corinthians for Everyone (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 
230.  
59 Thiselton, 1 Corinthians, 293. 
60 Georgi, Remembering the Poor, 53.  
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is framed in the context of resurrection and the destruction of death itself (1 Cor 15, 
especially verses 55-58).  Both underscore the importance of a life of healthy discipleship 
that glorifies God; it has ultimate ramifications.  In sum, both Matthew 7:15-20 and 1 
Corinthians 16:1-4 have direct relevance for FPC.  Those who seek to be Jesus’ disciples 
shall bear good fruit that bring new life in a fallen world.   
 
Summary 
This chapter has laid a sturdy theological foundation for developing church 
leaders.  It has done so by exploring the twin themes of sin and grace, the perichoretic 
nature of the Triune God, and the deep commitment required not simply by every 
follower of Jesus, but particularly those who have been set aside to function in specific 
ways and have taken vows of ordination.    
Next, understanding how these theological themes could be applied, that is 
incorporating orthopraxy with orthodoxy, was explored via a “Christianized” model of 
adaptive change.  Sin itself can be used as one mechanism to help identify areas of 
growth in light of the theology articulated in the first three segments of this chapter.  The 
crux of the Gospel in Romans itself was the model for such thinking.   
Combining of all these elements would set the stage to accomplish the purposes 
of this project; namely, a stronger session that boldly leads together in a healthy Gospel-
centered environment that is marked by accountability, covenantal life and mutual 
empowerment that is so needed in the context of FPC in Kannapolis, NC.  It is hoped that 
this in turn would enable an inwardly strong session to then become more fruitful as it 
becomes outwardly focused.  The visible nature and outward focus of this fruit was then 
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explored through Matthew 7:15-20 and 1 Corinthians 16:1-4.  As such, attention will now 
be paid to applying the theology articulated in Part Two to the particular ministry context 
of First Presbyterian Church in Kannapolis in Part One via a concrete ministry strategy.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE 
MINISTRY STRATEGY 
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CHAPTER 4 
GOALS AND PLAN 
 
Now that a theological foundation has been laid, this chapter will first review the 
theological investigation of Part Two, followed by the implications it has for ministry at 
First Presbyterian Church; namely, how to enable the session to function well in a healthy 
culture.  This will be followed by four strategy goals, which range from the cognitive, 
such as learning about the nature of the Trinity and the meaning of the nature of 
committed discipleship, to the behavioral goal of smooth organizational operations to 
attitudinal change of more freely accepting responsibility.  The content of these strategy 
goals will then be enumerated, which include increasing commitment through 
restructuring the session and the timely dissemination of relevant information.  The 
primary target population is, of course, the session.   
 
Theological Implications for Strengthening Church Leadership 
 It is now possible to begin to establish what strengthening church leadership at 
First Presbyterian Church will look like in light of the unique history and context of 
Kannapolis as reviewed in Part One of this project, together with the theological 
framework of Part Two.  Naturally, the starting point is human sin and God’s grace, and 
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it is painfully clear to all that the congregation has been anything but flourishing for at 
least several decades; both the town and the church has been saturated in loss.  Not only 
has there been a decline of jobs and business with the mill closing, but also there has been 
a constant dwindling membership, money and joy at the church.  Indeed, once the 
situation is grasped, it gives one pause in discerning what process or ministry initiative 
would be the most helpful and fruitful.  In the end, the congregation was in such dire 
straights that simply focusing on the basic running of the organization through a healthy 
session in order to stabilize the church took precedence.   
By way of illustration, the FPC’s internal structure has been virtually unchanged 
over the past couple decades.  Even though the congregation had shrunk by half, as had 
attendance and the budget, virtually nothing had changed to reflect this new reality.  
Simply put, the church was over-staffed and over-programmed and therefore was 
perennially stressed to try to find enough church members to fill all the predetermined 
structures and committee slots.  Many unneeded items had slowly accumulated in the 
office bureaucracy.  Tasks had not been prioritized; rather, there was merely an uncritical 
“to do” list that kept the staff more busy than fruitful.  While the elders cared about the 
church, many were happy to let the staff run everything, which kept expectations, 
responsibility and the work of the active elders to a minimum.  In sum, the culture of 
Kannapolis in which everyone was accustomed to take little or no initiative and to have 
someone else have all authority and control, such as a benefactor or one leader, was alive 
and well in the church.   
The best place to begin, then, was not to overhaul worship or programs, but to 
work with the elders of the church to change the course of a dying congregation.  It was 
  65 
to strengthen the session by teaching the foundations of the faith in order to freely and 
joyfully join together in a common task.  In sum, the task was to probe the session’s 
identity amidst a town that was in tremendous transition and struggling to find itself.  The 
preferred future was that the session would first and foremost find their identity as vibrant 
children of God, not as powerless residents of a former mill town.  Instead of the church 
perennially believing that the congregation’s fate was tied to the success or failure of the 
downtown, it is preferred that the session would be engaged in “good” conflicts that are 
concerned in the advancement of the Kingdom of God because God had redeemed them, 
called them to the office of elder, and in the perichoretic model of the Trinity itself, set 
the blueprint for what the culture of the session could look like.  It should be 
characterized by connected and covenantal relationships, shared responsibility, 
accountability, empowering, dedication and a willingness to take risks.  Sin is in the 
world and the session had long seen firsthand what a dying town and church look like.  
The session was aware of the state of the church.  They wanted change, yet whether they 
would continue to remain on that painful path of constant disengagement, or if they 
would deliberately choose to accept responsibility and boldly strive towards living out 
God’s will in the City—remained.   
Clearly, the ministry initiative of this project looks to a future in which the session 
becomes more engaged and organized, passionate about the work of God in the world.  It 
is hoped that in the end, they will be able to not be internally focused and consumed 
about the survival of their own organization.  The need for committed, dedicated, and 
pro-active church leadership is clear.   
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Strategic Goals 
The first two strategic goals to develop the session are purely cognitive.  In light 
of the dearth of biblical and theological knowledge among the active elders, it is desired 
that they learn some foundational truths about the faith that were outlined in the literature 
review.  In particular, since the knowledge of God is so critical in a Reformed and 
evangelical theology (so Calvin), the Trinity itself is a solid doctrine to teach.  The elders 
all have a good understanding of the death and resurrection of Jesus, yet how Jesus is 
viewed in relation to the Father or the Holy Spirit is often cloudy.   
While the doctrine of the Trinity is tremendously complex and difficult, the 
mental picture of a “circle dance” or at least Andrei Rublev’s icon of the members of the 
Trinity seated about a table provide an understandable starting point.1  Indeed, visualizing 
the persons of the Trinity gathered about one table, while stressing the consubstantial, 
coeternal, and coequal nature of that Godhead clearly mirrors the elders seated around a 
common table as well.  Understanding the flowing and loving nature of the members of 
the Trinity as they harmoniously work together models the way elders are called to work 
together: in unison and equality looking toward one another to do the work of God 
together and not a staff member to hand things down to them.  They are the ones who 
govern the church in Presbyterian ecclesiology.  And, while the elders may or may not 
agree with this assessment of the history of their lack of initiative, they nevertheless do 
realize the life of the congregation is at stake.  While they are not theologically trained,  
 
                                                
1 Cf. Cladis, Leading the Team-Based Church, 6-7. 
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they undoubtedly are intelligent enough and have enough education to reach these 
cognitive goals.   
The second major cognitive aim works in concert with the first goal, and seeks to 
help the elders understand the deep commitment and covenantal nature of vows that 
elders make at their ordination and installation.  Following Jesus, especially in a 
leadership capacity, should be considered to be a priority and not one activity or one 
board to serve upon that is no different from any other board.  Being a disciple of Christ, 
as Bonhoeffer articulates so well, is to obey Christ and recognize him as the Lord of 
one’s entire life, for that is who Jesus is.   
The third goal is attitudinal: it is desired after the elders understand their vows so 
that they will develop a willingness to accept leadership responsibility without 
reservation.  It is not infrequent to hear an elder comment, “If you don’t like the way I do 
it, then go ahead and get someone else,” implying that he or she would be happy to resign 
their unfinished term.  The desired future envisions a session in which each person is 
there solely out of joy due to the call of God.  It is a privilege to serve; not a burdensome 
obligation.   
The fourth goal is that the session would share their lives and have a healthy 
degree of vulnerability with one another.  As Stanley Ott has said, “we must be the 
church before we do the work of the church.”2  It is not enough merely to understand the 
perichoretic Trinity and the covenantal nature of ordination vows; they must be lived.  
This fourth goal is a desired behavioral goal in which elders do not simply show up for a 
                                                
2 Stanley Ott, Transform Your Church With Ministry Teams (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
2005), 16.  
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meeting, perform a task and go home; rather, they are connected with one another in 
meaningful relationships that form the basis of that work to glorify God.   
The fifth goal, which is the culmination of the first four goals, is behavioral.  In 
essence, it is desired that elders run the church smoothly and effectively.  Routine 
governing practices is not the primary goal or mission of FPC; yet, their absence can 
nurture chaos and be a great detriment to the life of the congregation.  Basic governing 
practices will be instilled, including but not limited to items such as: not skipping 
meetings, chairpersons calling timely committee meetings without multiple reminders, 
sending minutes of those meetings to the office to be disseminating to the whole session, 
knowing the congregation’s policies and denominational constitution, overseeing 
periodic financial audits, having up-to-date job descriptions, taking care of the buildings 
and grounds, and understanding the budget.  To be clear, this is deep adaptive change.  At 
first glance, one may wonder, if these things are not technical changes, or problems with 
which the solutions are already known.3  However, in light of the pervasive paternalistic 
culture of Kannapolis, these changes are not merely adjusting “standard operating 
procedure;” rather, the attitudes and behaviors that are needed require a great 
transformation.4  Embracing the reality that the elders do have the authority to make these 
decisions, that they are capable, and that they may very well succeed through their own 
actions while not having a CEO tell them what to do is a tremendous shift in thought and 
behavior in and of itself.   
                                                
3 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 13.   
4 Ibid. 
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In sum, the elders should function as pro-active responsible adults who serve not 
simply on the governing board of a non-profit organization incorporated with the State, 
but also as overseers of the people of God.  This goal is not overly broad; it is not a leap 
of faith or taking on a major missional challenge.  It is not an attempt to do something 
unreasonable; it is taking the responsibility of governing seriously.  It is encouraging the 
session to function as outlined in ECO’s ordination vows, freely accepting the 
responsibility and authority to which they have promised to uphold before the 
congregation in the presence of God on the day or ordination and/or installation, and this 
is the necessary foundation that this project seeks to lay so that church governance will be 
strong and healthy enough to devote more time and energy to missions.   
 
The Content of Strategy 
The tremendous change both in terms of the session’s culture and its functionality 
as outlined above is huge.  Even though the goals work seamlessly in concert together, 
such adaptive work requires a thoughtful strategy before it is implemented.  This content 
will focus on encouraging the session, teaching them a theology of church leadership, 
restructuring the session to maximize accountability, structurally organizing the flow of 
information and work of the session, and stabilizing the budget.   
 
Encouraging the Session through the Recent Past 
Not long after arriving in Kannapolis in May 2012, an annual retreat for the 
session was called to set some macro-goals for the church.  At that retreat, the session 
determined that the two top priorities of the church were to address FPC’s 
denominational affiliation and some pressing needs and repairs to the physical campus.  
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These two goals were to be followed by a mission project that would serve as an identity 
marker, and it was decided that all of these things should be bathed in prayer.   
In terms of the denomination, a number of conversations had taken place over the 
years that always made tension rise, but no course of action was ever taken.  Many 
members had a number of heartfelt concerns with the PC(USA), particularly in regards to 
its continual leftward theological shift; it was thought that the historic understanding of 
the Reformed and biblical faith was being lost.  It was decided that in light of the recent 
birth of the ECO denomination, some major changes in the PC(USA) and the perennially 
fruitless and upsetting conversations about the denomination that the matter would be 
settled once and for all; an intentional decision about FPC’s identity would be made that 
would end future discussions.  As such, a rare moment emerged in which the session was 
pro-active.  The session was encouraged to study the matter thoroughly and report their 
findings to the congregation.  A study team was formed, which produced a substantial 27-
page written report in May 2013.  Open discussion groups were planned with question 
and answer sessions, and each active member was assigned an elder who phoned them so 
that every member of the congregation was contacted.  In sum, a healthy process that 
required much work and effort resulted in a January 2014 overwhelming congregational 
vote to move to ECO (97 percent to 3 percent).  While a few elders did the bulk of the 
work, this was a time of discernment in which the session did well and should rightly be 
commended.  It was a major decision that entailed months of study, planning and work.  
In the end, the result was near perfect and the session had taken a critical step in claiming 
its identity based on its own beliefs and self-understanding, and not the surrounding 
culture and environment.   
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The second means of encouragement was the church campus cleanup.  The 
gradual decline of the church was reflected in the state of the campus.  Like the 
proverbial frog in the boiling pot, no one had realized how drastically the campus had 
deteriorated over the years until it was specifically pointed out.  This led to a thorough 
cleaning of the church campus that included vacuuming, mopping, and painting.  Many 
church members took ownership of the facility as they came in once a week to clean.  
This led to a greater awareness of needed campus renovations, foremost of which was the 
wrinkled and badly stained forty-year old sanctuary carpet.  Eventually a capital 
campaign was announced, the desired $100,000 was raised, and the major items were 
quickly and successfully tackled.  This has also led to several special gifts to the church 
for additional ongoing projects and repairs, such as scraping and repainting the columns 
in front of the church.   
In sum, the session should rightly be commended in these two areas for they point 
in the direction of the desired future, and such encouragement reinforces core values.5  
While there is always room for growth, nevertheless the session made two decisions to 
carry out these two projects and they followed through successfully on both of them.  
These are both instances of precisely the type of diligent and responsible board 
governance that is so often missing.  This is encouraging proof that the desired adaptive 
change of a more committed and functioning session is possible.   
 
 
 
 
                                                
5 Kouzes and Posner, The Leadership Challenge, 331. 
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Communicating a Theology of Leadership 
It is difficult to neatly separate out the desired goals stated above; e.g. the 
cognitive goal of teaching the elders to understand their elder vows naturally flows into, 
and cannot be totally separated from, the behavioral goal of faithfully living out those 
vows.  The first primary avenue in teaching the session and realizing these goals is the 
elder training classes.  In the period of time between the congregation electing the next 
class of governing elders and the day when they assume office, there is a time of study 
and reflection.   
Through the experiences over the past years in Kannapolis, together with a 
deepened understanding of the culture of Kannapolis through working on this project, the 
need to communicate the very basics of being a faithful elder on session became clear 
before a deeper understanding of theology and life together could even be explored.  As 
such, in the first segment of elder training, any elder nominees who would not be 
prepared to fully embrace the required vows were strongly encouraged to refrain from 
joining the session.  It was flatly communicated that while much progress had been made 
and was to be celebrated, such as the denominational switch, that the task that lay before 
the next class of elders was to help change the culture and functionality of session.  
Specific expectations were made clear.  For example, coming to meetings prepared and 
on time was required.  If they were asked to pray out loud together as group, they would 
be expected to freely enter into that time of prayer.  In sum, expectations and the required 
dedication were made clear.  They were still free to choose or to decline coming onto 
session, but there were many areas of growth that required a good deal of hard work.   
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The second segment of the elder training was a time of sharing one’s sense of call 
for coming onto session, how God was working in their lives, and their perceived 
spiritual gifts.  In essence, it is a time of building relationships and community before 
considering tasks.  A time that in the smallest of ways would reflect a glimpse of the 
perichoretic Trinity.   
With the freedom of choice of accepting one’s ordination in full view, the elder 
training focuses around the ECO ordination vows themselves.6  These vows embody 
much of the theology in Part Two; namely, how a Christian community gathers in Jesus’ 
name and fully embraces its God-given call and responsibility.  The promises made at 
ordination call for committing to God’s mission; to be accountable to fellow elders and to 
“pray for and seek to serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination and love.”7  
The ECO denomination is helpful in that it is clear with expectations.  ECO’s “Essential 
Tenets” clearly state non-negotiable affirmations of the faith.   
The elder training class is comprehensive.  It also covers a two-page covenant that 
FPC entered into when it agreed to join the denomination.8  ECO rightly renamed “active 
members” in a congregation to “covenant partners.”  This helps set a framework for the 
church.  With the choice of making a covenantal vow in mind, the class explores the 
mission and values of ECO; the essence of the Reformed tradition and ECO’s place in it; 
and, additional responsibilities that elders are committing to, such as working with other 
the sessions of other congregations in missions.   
                                                
6 See Appendix B.  
7 “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 2.0103.  
8 See Appendix C.  
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The second major avenue of continuing to educate the session will be during the 
session meetings themselves.  A teaching segment will occur at the beginning of future 
meetings, starting with the next class of elders (July 2015), along with a time of prayer 
and sharing.  These times will commence with an exploration of the perichoretic Trinity 
and will continue to reinforce the themes such as covenant, dedication, and 
accountability.   
 
Restructuring for Accountability and Intimacy 
The fourth behavioral goal of the session functioning and governing in a healthy 
way will be accomplished in several steps.  In order to deepen the dedication and 
accountability of the session so that it will live more fully in deeply connected, 
harmonious perichoretic love, the session will be restructured.  Simply put, the session is 
too large; its size was determined years ago when the congregation was twice as large as 
today and the current needs and life of the church have changed dramatically since then.  
The session was organized to have two classes of six elders each.  Typically, Presbyterian 
ecclesiology sets three-year terms in which elders can be immediately re-elected to serve 
up to six consecutive years.  Two-year terms are exceedingly rare; the high and speedy 
turnover rate in a large group nourishes an environment that decreases the feeling of 
responsibility and commitment.  For example, the first year is often used so that elders 
can learn how the body functions.  Yet, by the time the second year begins, the end of the 
term is already insight, and lame duck elders tend to look forward to rotating off.   
After the session has shrunk from thirteen to nine (from six elders each term to 
four, plus the moderator) the format of meetings will be restructured to be more of an 
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“evening together” than solely a “business meeting.”  First, meetings sometimes will be 
held in an elder’s home, not always in the church’s session room on campus.  Not only 
does it share something of one’s life when others are invited into their home, but also it 
allows the opportunity for dinner to be served.  These restructured “session evenings” 
will begin with informal fellowship and food that will be broken up into two tables, for 
four to five people each.  This will foster conversation and sharing that do not occur over 
the very large session table at church.  In sum, intimacy and relationships will be 
nurtured.  It will help the elders know one another and what challenges, struggles, 
concerns and joys are happening in each other’s lives.   
This will then led into a time when the whole group comes together in a circle in 
the living room.  More time will be set aside for teaching, so that a topic such as the 
perichoretic Trinity can be taught.  The devotion is allotted more time as well.  Reading a 
pre-printed devotional online is discouraged in favor of a personal, authentic sharing of 
what God is doing in one’s life or what is being learned.   
While Presbyterian polity typically requires that meetings open and close with 
prayer, it is often a brief, perfunctory prayer.9  The session meetings will be restructured 
to have a solid segment of time in which all the elders are encouraged to pray out loud.  A 
time of free flowing prayer that is open to moments of silence will be encouraged.  Only 
after time has been given to share, pray, and learn and read God’s word together in a 
family environment will the items of business be discussed.   
                                                
9 Book of Order 2011-2013, G-3.0105. 
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As part of this restructuring, the number of meetings held each year will decrease, 
thereby giving more weight to the meetings that do occur.  This will increase 
accountability in several ways.  First, the smaller group with stronger relationships will 
help strengthen the relational basis to hold each other accountable for skipping meetings.  
Second, the schedule will be disseminated far in advance so that everyone can plan 
accordingly.  Less stated session meetings also creates room for other responsibilities of 
elders, such as attending presbytery meetings.  For example, session will not meet in the 
same month that presbytery does, thereby spreading out the workload evenly, and 
encouraging elders to attend to both responsibilities.   
In essence, this restructured session format is moving toward that of a team model 
that focuses on the people before the program (or task) in what Stanley Ott calls the 
“double focus of ministry.”  This fosters discipleship.  The group lives like the church 
before it attempts to do the work of the church.10 
 
Restructuring for Competency and Efficiency 
In striving towards the desired future of an organized session, an enormous 
amount of change is required.  Attempting to locate the latest version of a church 
minutes, staff job descriptions or personnel policies, method for electing church officers, 
or policies concerning routine matters such as weddings or funerals is exceedingly 
difficult.  Often such policies simply do not exist.  In order to have all relevant materials 
readily available, the session’s structure for accessing and disseminating information will 
be changed.   
                                                
10 Stanley Ott, Transform Your Church With Ministry Teams, 16. 
  77 
This includes deleting or shredding old files while gathering updated, relevant 
policies in one place.  Policies will be systematically reviewed and updated or added as 
needed.  This will culminate in a “Manual of Operations” in which the regular running of 
the church are all under one cover, and will be distributed during elder training and 
placed in the session’s electronic dropbox so that everyone always has access to needed 
information.   
Elders will be asked to review the “Manual” annually, as each new class of elders 
will read it prior to joining session, and everyone will know the church’s way of 
functioning, have an opportunity to adjust procedures, and be able to keep one another 
accountable.  This “Manual” will include an annual schedule of meetings, together with a 
timeline and session checklist so that everyone will have ample time to prepare.  By way 
of illustration, the checklist will list which month the budget will be presented so that 
each elder has an opportunity to provide input as the budget is created; no on will be 
caught unawares.  
Each committee will also create a list of annual goals that will be listed alongside 
the committee membership and chairperson’s name.  This will be distributed at session at 
the beginning of the year so that everyone is clearly communicating with one another.  
Each team will have a standing meeting day and time each month that will be cancelled 
when unneeded.  However, this will free the staff from calling meetings and sending out 
sloppy reminders for last minute meetings.   
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This restructuring helps brings about what Heifetz and Linsky call “giving the 
work back” in the adaptive change process.11  At FPC, elders frequently ask the pastor to 
remind them of their duties or to follow up with items of business.  Conversely, Heifetz 
and Linsky advocate placing an appropriate workload on each person who has the best 
skill set for the task in a healthy way keeps the system flowing.  Having everything 
written and distributed to the session brings accountability, transparency and clarity to 
who is responsible for any given area of the church.  “Giving back the work” removes 
one person from being the authority figure or having an overwhelming workload by 
placing the matter before the group to be resolved in short simple moves.12  In sum, each 
person is empowered to exercise leadership as part of the governing process.  
 
Stabilizing the Budget 
One piece of the content of the strategy is to stabilize the budget.  The church has 
never made budget in the past decades; the primary method of not going into debt was 
simply to continue to spend less on anything that was not deemed absolutely essential.  
Certainly, budget receipts tend to decline with a continuously dwindling congregational 
membership and attendance.  However, the obvious but unsaid reason for the financial 
burden is due to being overstaffed.  In a southern mill town culture that stresses family, 
the impulse to look after one another runs deep.  Christians do well to place the needs of 
others above their own, yet FPC reached a place that staff jobs were uncritically placed as 
a top priority.  Staff positions were kept at all costs, particularly for long serving staffers, 
                                                
11 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 123-139. 
12 Ibid., 134.   
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and the top two staff members have served FPC for a combined total of approximately 
forty years.  Indeed, the question was not even “is this in the staff members’ best 
interest,” but rather “what can we do to save so-and-so’s job?” 
The unstable, un-prioritized budget fostered a mentality that was inwardly 
focused for a couple reasons.  First, it is inherently difficult to reach out to someone else 
if the one reaching out is in a state of crisis.  Secondly, it is significant to note that aside 
from basics such as not allocating proper resources to maintain the physical campus, 
eventually even the mission budget was repeatedly cut to keep the staff positions.   
The preferred future includes more balanced approach to the church’s finances in 
which budgets are met; external audits or reviews and other regular procedures are 
conducted; and the budget reflects the call and mission of the congregation.  Making 
budget will also be a success to be celebrated instead of feeling like yet another failure in 
the budgetary goal was unmet and things were cut back once again, all while facing the 
fear of not being able to sustain the current staffing level.   
 
Deepening Sessional Change 
The final piece of the content of the strategy addresses the attitudinal goal of 
encouraging the session to accept responsibility more freely and willingly.  Some of the 
above goals, and the strategy to attain them, do not fully amount to the deep adaptive 
change that is desired on their own.  While it is true that they all contribute to a changing 
culture and will work in concert to help the session begin to take pride as the church’s 
work is more easily managed, more is needed.   
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Therefore, in light of above structural changes and education, some of the 
adaptive change can be more easily introduced during the session meetings themselves.  
Heifetz and Linsky call this part of orchestrating conflict “controlling the temperature.”13  
The safe environment will help the tension level not be so elevated and distressed that 
conflict takes the place of work (that is, “being too hot”).  In light of their deeper 
understanding of theology in the teaching segment of the session meeting, together with 
deeper safe relational environment through prayer, confession and sharing life together, 
they will be growing in modeling the perichoretic nature of the Trinity.   
There will be enough tension that helps people pay attention as discrepancies 
between the elder’s beliefs and practices are lifted up.  The ethos in Kannapolis of 
dodging responsibility runs so deep that this change will not be easy.  Over time, one 
change follows another so that the culture of the session itself becomes different.  By 
using the ordination vows as a basis, real problems of the church can be addressed that 
fall under the purview of session.  In other words, to borrow from Heifetz, attention is 
drawn to tough problems and more authority is given to the elders than they are 
comfortable to exercise, so that the “temperature is raised.”  This means that enough 
conflict or “heat” has been created so as to enter into a productive range of constructively 
working so that the problem is admitted and cannot be ignored.14  This is a pro-active 
strategy for developing church leaders, and is far from the reactive stance of deciding 
what part of the budget to slash next in hopes that it keeps the church afloat.   
 
                                                
13 Ibid., 107-8.   
14 Ibid., 108-111. 
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Target Population 
The target population is easily stated: it is the two classes of elders who serve 
two-year terms.  Thus, half of the session rotates off annually.  Once the restructuring of 
the session is complete in July of 2015, it will include the pastor plus eight elders.   
 
Summary 
 
This chapter has demonstrated that when the session of First Presbyterian Church 
is seen in light of a theology of leadership development, the desired future seeks a more 
functional session in a healthier environment who are positioning the congregation to 
shift from being inwardly focused to missionally minded.  The strategic goals began with 
two cognitive objectives: first, to teach the elders that the relationships among the session 
should seek to imitate that of the perichoretic Trinity; namely, that they would be sharing 
in a common work with deeper relationships full of love and harmony.   
The second cognitive goal is to help teach the essence of discipleship; namely, 
that to call Jesus as Lord makes a total claim upon one’s life.  Following Jesus, as a 
Christian and as one who has taken special vows of ordination, is a serious and 
meaningful commitment that requires thoughtfulness.   
The third goal is that this teaching would then begin to help set the framework for 
a board that takes its work more seriously, and as a result, governs well over routine 
matters, such as budgets or understanding church policies and procedures.  This behavior 
will go hand-in-hand with the fourth goal: an attitudinal change to accept leadership 
responsibility without reservation.  The preferred future is that leaders would not attempt  
 
  82 
to dodge their God-given authority as evidenced in freely accepting their duties without 
the expectation that someone will constantly be reminding and following up on them.   
With these four goals in mind, attention was then paid to a strategy for 
implementing those objectives.  The first strategic step was one of encouragement: in 
reviewing the session’s recent accomplishments of successfully undergoing a difficult 
denominational discernment process, together with successfully completing a building 
campaign demonstrate the potential that the elders have and what the future could look 
like.  This was followed by teaching the elders a deeper theological foundation of church 
leadership through a teaching segment as stated meetings, elder training, preaching and 
the newsletter.   
The next strategic step calls for a restructuring of session in order to promote 
accountability and intimacy.  This entails shrinking the size of session from two classes 
of six to two classes of four.  It also suggests changing the venue of the meetings away 
from continually meeting around a large table in the session room to discuss business to 
meeting in the moderator’s home over dinner and fostering an environment in which to 
share in one another’s lives.  Dinner and fellowship would be the first part of the evening, 
as more time is spent studying the Bible and praying together. 
The session will also be restructured in order to increase competency and 
efficiency.  All policies and relevant information needed for governing the congregation 
will be assembled in one place, a “Manual of Operations,” that will be easily accessible 
to the session.  This “Manual” will include a checklist that will serve as a timeline for the 
annual business before the session.  The session will also be presented with the 
membership, name of the chairperson, standing meetings and annual goals for each team.  
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The budget will also be stabilized and prioritized so as not to be a stressor that 
encourages the session to look internally.  The preferred future envisions balanced 
budgets in which missions are not cut.  Something as simple as a balanced budget will be 
a new and strong step towards a more organized session.  
All of these goals will work together to form a safe environment in which the 
session is learning to grow in dedication and their ability to freely accept responsibility.  
More and more change can slowly be introduced as the session continues to learn 
theology, become organized, celebrate the changes, and still have the courage to live in a 
place in which they are constantly being pro-active in seeking God’s will through a 
continual evaluation of the discrepancies between their beliefs and vows and the reality 
of daily life as a governing elder.    
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CHAPTER 5 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION 
 
Chapter 5 will describe the concrete steps that will be taken in order for the 
session to be stronger and healthier so that it will be free to engage the community.  This 
first part of this chapter will describe the timeline and leaders involved in the 
implementation of this plan.  Then, this implementation will be evaluated in terms of the 
changed culture and functionality of session using specific tools for assessment.  Finally, 
a report on results, together with a summary statement for future steps will be offered.   
 
Project Summary 
The need for leadership development at First Presbyterian Church of Kannapolis 
is clear.  This project seeks to change the culture and functionality of session.  A changed 
culture includes a deeper relational connection among the elders so that they may 
encourage one another, keep each other accountable, and enjoy the safety of a shared 
covenant so that the group’s dedication will grow.  This healthier culture will help form 
the basis for a more functional governing body so that important yet standard operating 
procedures such as having balanced budgets, current staff job descriptions, and a clean 
campus, do not detrimentally impact the life and growth of the church.  A successful 
change in the culture and functionality of session will in turn position the church to be 
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ready to explore missions.  This would help FPC fulfill its mission to “Know Christ, 
Serve Him and Make Him Known.”1   
 
Timeline 
One of the key factors in determining a timeline for successful implementation is 
the schedule for the elders’ terms of service.  Session is comprised of two classes of 
elders, who serve staggered two-year terms.  The congregation tends to elect elders in 
March, which is followed by elder training classes prior to the commencement of their 
terms on July 1.  As such, while this project has been worked on, not only has the session 
been moving forward step by step over the past few years, but also the elders who 
comprise the session turn over quickly.2  It is important to note that this short span of 
time to nurture the elders makes an ironclad timeline difficult to achieve.3  Yet, this fluid 
process of strengthening the session may be outlined in several keys movements.   
As noted above, the first main step in developing the session’s leadership was 
finalized last year.  Having duly studied the matter, session recommended that the 
congregation vote to switch denominational affiliations from the PC(USA) to ECO.  This 
was a major step in the session claiming its identity and making a stand on its own.  This 
culminated in an affirmative vote to leave in January 2014.  If the session had not taken 
decisive action and had remained in the PC(USA), it seems probable that many members 
                                                
1 Found online at www.firstpresb.org/outreach.  Accessed November 7, 2015. 
2 During the restructuring of session described below, it is worth noting that while the elders were 
open to a number of changes, they were not open to the standard three-year term, which would have helped 
slow the high turnover rate and afforded more time to develop their leadership.  
3 In fact, the reason this timeline and much of Chapter 5 is in the past tense is because while the 
events outlined here had not occurred when this project was planned, by the time this paper was written and 
edited, many events had moved faster than anticipated and therefore had already been accomplished.   
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would have left the congregation following controversial votes during the PC(USA) June 
2014 General Assembly.  In all likelihood, FPC would have ceased to be a viable 
congregation.   
Amidst the stress of exploring denominational change, the session pursued its 
second goal concurrently: cleaning and renovating the church campus.  This process was 
announced in the fall of 2013, with the major items completed by the spring of 2014.  
These first two goals worked in concert to bring new hope and life to the church.  
The restructuring of session articulated above was proposed in the spring of 2014, 
and took effect on July 1, 2014.  In light of the terms of office, the restructuring of class 
sizes was completed by July 1, 2015.  The meeting format, together with the increased 
time of prayer, sharing and eating meals together, began last year.   
Naturally, the denominational switch brought with it a change in the church’s 
constitution and ordination vows.  The switch to ECO coincided nicely with the session 
restructuring; they both began in the same year.  As such, the primary teaching segment, 
the annual elder training, was adjusted in the spring of 2014, and again in the spring of 
2015.  This change naturally flowed into considering the nature of the ECO covenant the 
session now lives in, together with reviewing how the session lives and functions.   
The second special way to continue the ongoing education of the session began in 
July 2015.  The initial teaching segments followed the theological themes articulated in 
Part Two, such as how the perichoretic Trinity models sessional relationships in which 
trust and accountability are high, and the dedicated nature of church leadership.  These 
teaching segments provided a time in which the session’s beliefs could be examined in 
light of their actions, and conflict could be “orchestrated.”  
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One of the major goals in creating a more functional session was finalizing a 
“Manual of Operations,” in which all the active elders of the church have access to all 
relevant information in making decisions.  This manual contains budgetary information, 
including a description of FPC’s restricted funds, current job descriptions, routine 
policies, such as a wedding policy, FPC’s articles of incorporation and tax exemption 
status, and other policies.  Consideration of a draft manual followed the restructured 
session of July 2015.   
Finally, another major piece in creating a more functional session was solidifying 
the church’s financial position.  The matriculation of several staff members provided the 
opportunity to restructure the staff to an appropriate level for the church’s current state.  
The session was tasked to eliminate financial stress and adopt healthy financial practices.  
It was hoped that they would achieve a healthy balanced budget for 2015.   
 
Leadership Development 
In terms of leadership development, the congregation has long had a process in 
place in which a nominating team is formed.  They meet and prayerfully discuss who 
might serve on session.  The staff has no role in this process, and the pastor attends 
meetings but does not vote.  Essentially, the pastor would only tend to say something if 
he knew a personal reason why someone may not be a good fit for session during the 
nominating process.  The nominating team makes its recommendation to the 
congregation, which then votes at a congregational meeting.  Nominations may be made 
from the floor.  In light of many members’ reticence to commit, it is challenging to find 
new elders.  Yet, since FPC is not large, many members have served often more than 
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once.  The chief criterion in selecting elders tends to focus not on perceived gifts but 
rather on their willingness to agree to serve.  It is hoped that this project will bring health 
into the congregation as a whole as elders rotate back into the body and spread cultural 
change to the whole church through their learning and experience while on session.  Yet, 
at this time, the session does not appear open to significantly change its process of 
leadership selection.  
As noted above, ECO’s “Essential Tenets” and ordination vows are required 
before joining session.  The primary education is led by the pastor during elder training 
and stated session meetings.  The task of elders is the general well-being, maintenance 
and mission of the church together with overseeing its property.4  
The pastor, as moderator, helps organize the session’s work.  The pastor also has 
been the primary person challenging the session’s culture.  This has included the 
restructuring of the session’s size, the location of its meeting, and extending the time of 
prayer and fellowship.  The pastor will also lead the teaching segments during the session 
meetings.   
 
Assessment Tools 
This project of developing the session’s leadership has been a process.  As 
outlined on the timeline, it evolved over the past two years, with particular attention paid 
to the most recent two classes of elders in light of the session restructuring and 
denominational change.  Several tools will be used to assess what change, if any, has 
occurred in the culture and functionality of session.  The first tools speak to the 
                                                
4 “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 1.0603. 
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functionality of session: a review of the state of the campus, particularly as it relates to 
the session’s accessibility to information, and a functional budget and church policies.  
The second pair of tools addresses the ethos of the session’s meetings together with its 
changed structure, and the session’s current attitude towards missions.   
 
Accessibility and Dissemination of Information 
If the session is to be a capable and responsible governing body, it must have 
access to relevant information in a timely manner.  For example, it is impossible to 
properly use a restricted fund if the balance, interest, purpose of the fund, or perhaps the 
very existence of the fund, are unknown.  Similarly, if an elder has a question, there 
should be a reasonable way for any elder to know how to access the information; there 
should be no informational gridlock or bottlenecks in which all information passes 
through one person or a select few.   
Locating information has implications for the state of the church’s physical 
campus as well.  For example, if an elder has a question about the church’s personnel it 
would make a great difference if an easily accessible personnel filing cabinet existed and 
was maintained in one place versus having random files scattered throughout many 
rooms in unlabeled drawers.  In sum, the session must have timely access to information 
to govern well.   
 
Budget and Policies 
Once existing information is able to be located, the session must be able to make 
sense of that information to function well.  Basic policies must be in place that the body 
is familiar with.  The governing body should function at a level in which routine matters 
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and procedures are not a source of stress and anxiety.  Tools to assess the state of the 
budget and church policies will cover areas such as: the existence and number of negative 
balances on the income-expense statement; whether or not the budget is close to being 
balanced; whether or not the church is over-staffed for its present state; and, the existence 
of a balance sheet.   
Similarly, the functionality of session may be assessed by the existence and use of 
routine policies.  For example, it is no surprise that weddings will occur from time to time 
at the church.  A functional policy created ahead of time will eliminate potential areas of 
conflict and turmoil by addressing areas such as: the price, if any, to charge for custodial 
services, sound technician, and the format of the worship service.   
 
The Ethos of a Restructured Session 
The culture of the session needs to be evaluated as well.  While the culture can be 
difficult to measure comprehensively statistically, there are a number of things that can 
be considered from both the restructured stated meetings, and the changed elder training.  
Metrics include the length of prayer time that the group has together and whether or not 
the elders participate in it.  Other indicators will include: if elders thoughtfully share how 
God is working in their lives in their sessional devotionals in a personal way, as opposed 
to merely printing off someone else’s devotional from the internet a few moments before 
the meeting; dedication to governing tasks and the acceptance of sessional responsibility; 
mutual accountability, such as confronting another elder who skips meetings; and pro-
actively bringing items to be discussed for the church’s good, instead of silently sitting 
back with their arms crossed over their chest.   
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The Session’s Current Attitude Toward Missions 
The goal of this project is the hope to change the culture and functionality of 
session so that they would function in a healthy and pro-active manner.  By eliminating 
budgetary stress, functioning smoothly and having an engaged session, it is hoped that 
the session would then be positioned in such a way as to devote more time and energy to 
missions at the church.  As such, the session’s current attitude toward missions will also 
be addressed.   
 
Assessment Plan 
In light of these tools enumerated above, this section will outline a plan for using 
those tools to develop the culture and functionality of session.  In particular, attention will 
be paid first to the free flow in information through a “Manual of Operations” and 
accessibility of information in terms of its physical location and accessibility.  Second, 
the functionality of the budget and current policies will be reviewed by comparing the 
May 2012 and August 2015 financial records and policies.  This will speak to the 
behavioral goal of operating effectively described in the previous chapter.  
The focus will then shift slightly more towards the culture of session.  The 
changes in the session’s organization and meeting structure will be reviewed by 
comparing the May 2012 and the August 2015 stated session meetings.  This will include 
not only how the teaching segments have achieved the cognitive goals articulate above, 
but also it will be followed by evaluative conversations with the elders as they reflect 
elder vows and the group ethos.  Finally, the session’s desire to pursue missions in the 
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near future and any upcoming plans for community involvement will be addressed via 
evaluative group conversations.   
 
A “Manual of Operations” and the Flow of Information 
In the context of FPC, the lack of a “Manual of Operations” has been significantly 
detrimental to the effectiveness of the session.  As noted in Chapter 1, First Presbyterian 
Church has operated in a similar fashion to the City around it: one person or very small 
group of persons has made all the decisions and held all the authority.  At FPC, one staff 
member who had been at the church for over a quarter of a century was one of the key 
people who held all the information.  When the former pastor’s health deteriorated with 
early onset Alzheimer’s, that one staff member had virtual total control of the flow of 
information; everything went through him.  Although nothing was done in malice, it 
nevertheless was a frustrating bottleneck of information.   
The staff person, the Director of Ministries, was the only person who knew the 
answers to most questions, and much of it was in his head; many things were not written 
down.  His desk was drowning in paperwork; the surface of his desk could not even be 
seen beneath the piles.  Many files should have been shredded decades ago.  If a policy 
could be located, there was no way of knowing if it was the latest version, or if it was 
actually being used.   
By August of 2015, not only has that staff person retired but also the entire staff 
has turned over.  The session went through a process of systematically reviewing and 
writing its policies.  The teams pro-actively determined what their priorities were, worked 
on the policies under their purview and they followed through well on issues that were 
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brought up in session.  A locked personnel cabinet was purchased and is located in the 
office workroom.  All session members know where it is and what it contains.  
Mountains of obsolete files have been thrown away.  The new office manager compiled a 
“Manual of Operations” that the session wrote and it contains all the policies, job 
descriptions, articles of incorporations, by-laws and other relevant legal and 
administrative information that the new session needs.  One hard copy is in the front 
office and it is now on the shared drive so that it is accessible to all employees.  The first 
edition of the “Manual” was completed and voted on in July 2015.  
 
The Health of Budgetary and Church Policies 
While the church is a living organism and things are in a constant state of flux and 
growth, a comparison of the May 2012 and August 2015 financial records and other 
policies is revealing.  As of May 2012, there was no record of any financial review or 
audit being conducted in the past 25 years.  A balance sheet did not exist.  The file that 
explained the church’s restricted funds was difficult to locate and out of date.  There were 
negative balances on the income-expense sheet, some of which were overspent by 
thousands of dollars.  Elders asked few to no questions during the monthly financial 
report to the session and it was not uncommon to hear them express a lack of 
understanding but that they “simply trusted” the staff person in charge.  The stewardship 
team created a list of priorities and reviewed line items that were drastically overspent.  
As their list became smaller, they would meet, reassess and reprioritize.  This was a fluid 
process.  Yet, the progress itself is evidence of a changing culture of responsibility.   
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Financial oversight has changed drastically since mid-2012.  First, the 
denominational change required an outside financial review, which was finalized on 
December 31, 2013.  The session has now realized that independent reviews are part of 
their responsibly per the denomination’s constitution, and are now in full compliance.  As 
the staff has completely turned over, the opportunity to restructure the staff to a more 
appropriate size has allowed the session to come closer to balancing its books, and all the 
negative line items have been erased, some of which have been carried over and growing 
for years.  An investment subcommittee was also formed and is now actively investing 
the church’s designated funds.   
In terms of the functionality of other church policies, most have been written and 
used.  For the purposes of this project, an anecdote about the wedding policy is 
illustrative.  In 2012 the wedding fee schedule required updating and the session was 
unsure how to handle multiple requests for weddings from people unaffiliated with the 
congregation.  As such, the worship team wrote a new policy.  Although the session 
voted unanimously in favor of it, two elders voiced displeasure with the policy but 
refused to suggest any changes or provide any concrete objections other than they “just 
didn’t like it.”  The next wedding was an extraordinarily conflicted and stressful event, 
due in part to fighting over the new policy between the wedding coordinator and one of 
the wedding parties.  Having seen the effects of not speaking up and working together, a 
second policy was subsequently written.  All parties were much happier and the next 
wedding was very smooth.   
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Comparing the Functionality of the 2012 and 2015 Session Meetings 
The 2012 session minutes reveal a lack of action.  Session meetings occurred 
before worship on Sunday mornings in Fellowship Hall because the elders did not want 
the meetings to run too long or create a special trip to the church.  The organization, 
preparedness and initiative were virtually non-existent.  At the first Sunday morning 
session meeting in May 2012, the date and time of the standing meeting was changed.   
An example of the inaction of the session was illustrated at the December 2012 
stated meeting: the majority of the session’s committees had no action items.  This 
meeting was noteworthy in that almost every elder refused to say a word; virtually every 
question posed by the moderator about the business of the church was answered by the 
Director of Ministries and not a member of session.  The detached silence of the elders 
was shocking.  It gave the distinct impression of a staff meeting; not a stated session 
meeting. 
It was also a tremendous struggle to have committee chairs call meetings.  If a 
meeting was called it was always last minute after the Director of Ministries had issued 
multiple pleas.  Minutes were rarely turned in, and there was frequently no printed 
agenda.  In contrast, by January 2013, the Director of Ministries was banned from 
attending session meetings and from calling committee meetings.  It was clear that this 
was a necessary step in order for the elders to fulfill their obligations themselves.  To 
illustrate, a few months into 2013, two elders asked why there was no longer staff at the 
session meetings.  I replied, “Have you noticed anything different without the staff 
there?”  They immediately answered, “Yes, the elders do a lot more and speak up now.”  
Then they smiled, made the connection, and agreed it was a good idea.  It was clear that 
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these elders were cognizant that the culture of the session was changing.  To be sure, 
some things have fallen through the cracks, but after about a year and a half, virtually all 
the team chairs now have standing meetings scheduled and committees are beginning to 
plan regularly in advance.   
Since session began restructuring in July 2014, meetings are held either in the 
session room or in someone’s home.  Meetings were not scheduled every month in order 
to make room for other session governing obligations, such as attending presbytery 
meetings.  Uncontroversial measures were also occasionally approved via session email 
vote in hopes that elders would be more engaged and prepared for the stated meetings 
that were scheduled.   
 
Evaluating the Session’s Changing Ethos 
While it was rare to have all session members attend a stated meeting, and 
typically one or two elders were perennially tardy, the culture of the session is best 
evaluated by comments made in group conversations.  It was not uncommon to hear the 
same several phrases used repeatedly that indicated a lack of enthusiasm.  For example, it 
would often be said, “I’m just here because no one else was willing to do it.  I’ve done 
this before and I’m happy to stand aside if someone else wants to do it.”  Or, “if you 
don’t like the way I do it, then go ahead and find someone else and I’ll step aside.”   
Another revealing episode indicative of the elder’s dedication occurred during the 
December 2013 stated session meeting.  One of the elders, who has been called “a pillar 
of the church” by another sitting elder, abruptly quit in the middle of a meeting.  With six 
months of his two-year term left, the elder burst out, declared he was tired, and quit.  
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While it was clear that some cause of stress had been building in him after hearing his 
tirade and resignation, no one had any idea that anything had been wrong.  The episode 
was revealing not only in terms of the level of dedication of some of the elders on 
session, but also it pointed towards the lack of authentic sharing in each others’ lives 
among the elders.  No one had any idea of what was going on inside this elder before he 
erupted so explosively.   
The time of prayer during session meetings was also illuminating.  Even though 
the ordination vows clearly state that elders shall pray for the people,5 many elders 
simply sat silently during session prayer time and refused to join in, even after multiple 
proddings from the moderator.  Their prayers tended to be brief.  
By way of comparison, during the May 2015 elder training the first step was 
articulating expectations at the beginning.  It was openly discussed how some of these 
changes, such as regular attendance, were a departure from the recent past.  All the elders 
committed to regular attendance, promptly sending in committee minutes, and other 
routine matters.  During the sessional teaching segments in particular, the pastor has 
initiated discussion in naming how well the elders have been faithful to their ordination 
vows.   
The last elder training in the spring of 2015 also was marked by a deep time of 
sharing.  Elders shared how the Holy Spirit had worked in their lives, let down their 
guard as they expressed hopes and fears for joining the session, and even shared a few 
tears.  It is not uncommon to set aside twenty minutes for a devotional and prayer in 
which every elder prays, which is different from the past in which one person sharing a 
                                                
5 “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 2.0103(g). 
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brief perfunctory prayer.  This, together with an openness by some of the elders to host a 
session meeting in their home, clearly is moving towards the desired behavioral goal of 
becoming open and vulnerable with one another as articulated in Chapter 4.   
In terms of the cognitive goals, while the Trinity and the deep commitment of the 
covenant have been taught, in the absence of some sort of exam it is hard to assess how 
much the elders have absorbed during the teaching segments at session.  While they most 
likely would not recall the word “perichoretic” they nevertheless are living as a more 
cohesive and learning body.  In fact, more questions were asked during the teaching 
segments of elder training than the two prior classes of elders, and they requested the 
ongoing sessional teaching segments.  This is good solid evidence of a changing culture 
of the session, and speaks to the desired goal of nurturing a learning session.   
These teaching segments often draw from the theology articulated in Part Two of 
this project.  This is a time in which the session’s praxis can be evaluated in light of its 
theology.  For example, at one session meeting the nature of dedication and The Cost of 
Discipleship were discussed.  Instead of operating in the former mode in which the pastor 
“told them the right answer,” the issue of what expectations they had of one another and 
how they would keep each other accountable was raised.  Posing the question and having 
the elders discuss something they would rather avoid in and of itself was “raising the 
temperature.”  Yet, since the issue was given back to the group without a legalistic 
framework or rebuke from a “CEO,” they were receptive and had a good conversation of 
their desires.  As the teaching segment introduced the topic and then turned it over to the 
session, it was clear that the discussion was off to a good start as one of the elders looked 
at the moderator and smiled. 
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One comment that was expressed more than once that was revealing was when an 
elder would say, “Well, I don’t want to be in the pastor’s way, but I was wondering about 
suggesting a change.”  They were repeatedly encouraged to voice their ideas, only 
wondering what the Holy Spirit wanted; not what the pastor may or may not be thinking.  
They were charged to encourage each other to find a voice and express their opinions.  At 
the most recent August 2015 session meeting, elders specifically asked to have a time of 
teaching on the budget and requested the bookkeeper to attend the September meeting in 
order to ask her questions.  Having the session pro-actively ask to learn more about the 
church’s budget so that they could govern well was a tremendous and joyous difference 
from the January 2013 in which all the elders refused to speak.   
 
Evaluating the Session’s Missional Desires Via Evaluative Group Conversations  
As noted in Chapter 4, several years ago the session did express an interest in 
creating a missional “identity marker” in which FPC would be known in the community 
for making a difference.  In the time since then, two things have entered the conversation 
at session meetings and the missions committee has become much more active and 
fruitful since July of 2015.  The first desire that has been expressed is to plan a mission 
trip.  Great headway has been made here, and it now appears two trips will be offered for 
the summer of 2016.  
Secondly, there has been some movement to create an “Alternative Christmas” in 
the community.  Simply put, this would be a multi-church endeavor in which tables 
would be set up downtown at Rotary Hall displaying various Christian non-profits in the 
community.  For example, the local food pantry, the community’s domestic violence 
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shelter and other organizations would be invited to set up displays to inform the 
community about their mission, needs and organization.  Members of the community 
could then make specific contributions in return for particular needs and receive a 
Christmas card to send to a friend in return.  For example, someone could write a check 
to the local food pantry and receive a printed card that read, “Merry Christmas!  A 
donation of ten pounds of food has been given in your name so that a needy family can 
eat dinner for a week.”   
In sum, this alternative Christmas would build community, develop relationships, 
support local non-profits and reduce the excessive materialism during the Christmas 
season.  While other churches have been receptive, it has not received sufficient attention 
to make such an endeavor a success in 2015.  In sum, while some progress has been made 
and a few interesting ideas have been offered, missions is a growth area at FPC.   
 
Report on Results and Future Steps 
By the beginning of June 2015, the culture and functionality of session had 
improved dramatically.  In terms of a sessional timeline, several metrics have already 
been achieved; namely, FPC changed denominational affiliations; a building campaign 
was successfully completed; the size of the session itself, together with its meeting format 
have been changed; the budget is stabilizing and much progress has been made in terms 
of financial accountability and oversight; and, many policies have been written.  In fact, a 
“Manual of Operations” was approved at the July 2015 session meeting.   
Yet, parts of the restructuring of session have proved to not be as helpful; namely, 
the initial plan of eliminating a few meetings each year and accomplishing some votes via 
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email proved to be ineffective.  It was hoped that less meetings would emphasize the 
importance of the other stated meetings, while freeing up time for presbytery 
responsibilities and other denomination matters.  In reality, it had the opposite effect and 
helped the session lose its rhythm and routine.  As such, monthly meetings have now 
been reinstated.   
In sum, the session has become much more functional in its routine matters.  The 
primary organizational matters will likely be finished soon with the new session 
beginning its term.  Simply put, while it will take time to polish the finer aspects of the 
session’s organization, the basic framework is now in place, as a huge portion of the 
desired behavioral goal of an organized and well-functioning session has now been 
achieved.  It not will simply take time to settle into a healthy rhythm and continue to 
refine the good work the session is doing.   
The changed culture of session is somewhat harder to measure than the 
functionality of session.  Yet, the forthcoming class of elders has shown the most 
maturity and promise to date.  During the session training, they freely accepted the 
responsibility of being an elder verbally, including a promise to be diligent in attending 
meetings, submitting minutes, and generally taking initiative with the business of the 
church.  It is true that a couple of the elders still lag behind the others in terms of their 
initiative and preparedness, yet life on session is moving along well.  The session has 
moved from one staff member who carried the workload, to a couple highly active elders 
who worked on the denominational shift, to a session that has a high level of 
involvement.  While a couple elders still have a higher workload than others, much 
progress has been made.  The elders are growing in their vows and they have also 
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demonstrated a new openness to prayer.   They also have showed signs of vulnerability in 
sharing their lives with one another and how the Holy Spirit has worked among them 
more than any other class of elders.  
One area of growth that remains lies in the process of “raising the temperature” 
and introducing change.  While this has been used to some degree, it has not been 
employed as frequently as has been anticipated.  A key reason that this method of 
comparing the session’s actions in light of their beliefs has not been as prominent as 
anticipated lies in the simple fact that they have not needed as large a push to action as 
expected.  For the most part, the elders have been more pro-active in governing and have 
needed less follow up in a shorter amount of time than projected.  Thus, the lack of using 
this method can be seen as a positive development as it highlights the changing ethos of 
the session.   
While a number of significant portions of this plan have been accomplished in 
terms of the functionality of the session, there has been so much change that new areas of 
growth are constantly being uncovered.  For example, while the building campaign was 
successfully completed some time ago, improvements to the campus are constantly being 
made.  The elder who serves as buildings and grounds chair is extremely pro-active and 
dedicated, and relentlessly purses many projects around the campus.  Recently, these 
have included fixing a number of electrical and plumbing problems, together with the 
sale of the church van, repairing a leaky roof and improving the Boy Scout room.   
Also, since the church is a living organism and is constantly in a state of flux, the 
administrative side of FPC is continually changing.  For example, the session is starting 
to review its theology of sexuality and what steps, if any, it should take in light of the US 
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Supreme Court’s recent redefinition of marriage.  So much is unfolding at once, it is hard 
to enumerate precise future steps.  However, such fluidity and dependence on God is a 
result of growth and change and is fitting for a Reformed and evangelical congregation 
such as FPC.   
A few anecdotes will help illustrate how far the session has come in its changed 
ethos.  First, when one of the elders was asked for her opinion as the session was 
searching for the best solution to a particular conflict, she would frequently say, “Well, I 
don’t want to be in the way.  I am afraid I would steer you wrong, besides, you are the 
pastor and it’s your decision.”  It was clear that this elder was afraid to take responsibility 
for potentially making a mistake.  She did not have final say in the matter, yet she did 
have one vote and one voice, which she frequently chose not to exercise.  Later, as this 
elder was part of the 2015 training, her comments changed significantly.  Although she 
often began with an apology, she did give her opinion.  For example, she would then say, 
“I don’t want to mess up the pastor’s plans or be in the way, but I do think. . .” followed 
by giving her opinion.  The session would do well to continue to affirm the value in her 
opinions, and she is still growing in finding her voice.  A few times she found her voice 
recently when she has shared her opinion without apology or disclaimers and has simply 
said, “I think we should. . .” and named something.  This anecdote is illustrative of the 
new class of elders who are beginning their term and have come so far in claiming their 
authority and responsibility in appropriate ways.   
Another future step will address the process of selecting elders.  It is hoped that as 
elders rotate back into the congregation that they will spread their new found health; 
namely, that they will pass on the teaching they have absorbed.  This project could be the 
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beginning of a ripple effect that slowly changes the culture of the entire congregation.  
Yet, as of November 2015, the elders have not shown and willingness to change the 
length of service on session.  Also, since only a limited number of tasks can be tackled at 
any one time, addressing the process of elder selection in terms of both perceived gifts 
and dedication lies in the future.   
The elder class of 2017 judiciously studied their ordination notebook, including 
the “ECO Polity” and “Essential Tenets.”  It was one good step in nurturing the session’s 
understanding of the faith.  While the theology outlined in this project has informed the 
initial sessional teaching segments, a comprehensive plan needs to be planned for the 
future as well.   
However, the hope of this project was to build up the session in such a way that 
routine governance would be well taken care of by dedicated and engaged elders so that 
the church would then be in a strong position to pursue missions.  The session’s growth 
in finding and expressing their voice, together with their newfound dedication to their 
work, hints at the underlying growth of the fruit of the Spirit at FPC.  It is hard to 
quantify fruit such as joy, but excitement is in the air, and church membership is 
beginning to grow.  In the future, the session will be looking at how to be more 
welcoming and pro-active in inviting others to church in order to help membership 
increase.   
This leads to several other steps that lay before the session.  The elders are 
currently planning a mission trip for the summer of 2016, possibility going to Haiti 
and/or Mexico.  A new emphasis on community has also been pursued.  Not only has the 
session has begun praying and sharing more together, but also the congregation has been 
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sharing more of their lives together.  This began with an “alternative” summer Sunday 
school called “Summer Stories” in which a men’s group and a women’s group were 
formed.  Two church members in each group spoke each week, sharing how God has 
worked in their lives and what they have learned.  This sharing was so well received that 
now on Wednesday evenings new community groups have formed to continue the 
conversation and deepen the relationships in the community.  These bi-monthly 
“community nights” alternate with either a night of worship or an evening of 
intergenerational missions work.  For example, one month the congregation packed 
10,000 meals for Stop Hunger Now.   
The joy of missions is undoubtedly growing, and as the process unfolds this 
clearly will be an area in which attention is paid in the near future.  The church is 
learning how to grow and serve together.  In sum, as of this writing, it appears that the 
future of session, and consequently the congregation of FPC, is growing brighter.  
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
The introduction of this project called attention to the church’s tendency to follow 
the surrounding culture.  It is not uncommon for major events of a congregation’s life to 
be dictated by the public school calendar rather than being rooted in its own perceived 
call or theology.  It was noted that, at least in my experience, a congregation tends 
eventually to fall into destructive conflict and decline in the absence of an ever-evolving 
exciting vision for the future.  Since the presence of sin in the Church’s midst can always 
be counted on, identifying areas of brokenness and viewing them in full view of the 
congregation’s theology can provide clarity not only in articulating orthodoxy but also in 
fostering orthopraxy by creating a healthy unease of conscience that spurs the body to 
action.  At its best, this growth centers on missions and evangelism.   
However, in order to live perennially in this state of positive, missional adaptive 
change, certain building blocks and basic structures must be put in place.  It is clear that 
in light of the highly unique culture of both Kannapolis and First Presbyterian Church 
that a number of outcomes and insights have been gained; namely, that the most critical 
need for this congregation to flourish is a well-functioning session.  Its detached, 
lethargic, last minute mode of operating, together with its lack of access to information 
called for a complete reversal.  The preferred future of a vibrant, missional congregation 
could never be possible without the systematic organization of routine policies and 
procedures.   
While this re-organization may not be the ultimate desired goal of growing in 
missions, it nevertheless is deep adaptive change.  Shifting focus from one staff person 
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running the church to having the session fully embrace its God-give call and correlating 
authority is a massive shift.  The preferred future included a dramatic shift in the culture 
of session.  The governing body is doing well in moving from a survival mode and last 
minute attempts not to close its doors to a pro-active mindset in which the work of the 
church was done in the context of “being the church.”  This sessional culture shift called 
for a degree of vulnerability, intimacy, sharing and prayer among the elders in which they 
were safe to encourage one another in life and faith.   
If the insight into the causes of the current state of the congregation are clear in 
light of the surrounding culture and history of this quintessential mill town, it is equally 
clear that FPC’s evangelical and Reformed theological heritage provide a tremendous 
understanding of how to address these significant challenges.  A theology rooted in the 
perichoretic Trinity, dedication, covenant, sin and grace helped provide that foundation.   
The concrete steps of creating a healthier culture and functionality in the session 
have been accomplished with a high degree of success.  Specific measureable goals, such 
as eliminating negative balances on the church’s operating statement, writing policies that 
are easily accessible via a “Manual of Operations,” and having a clean and organized 
church campus that functions well in routine matters have all been accomplished as of 
August 2015.  Well over a year has passed since the introduction was first written, and 
the functionality of the session has increased dramatically during that time.   
The culture has changed with it.  Elders are more pro-active than ever before.  In 
fact, it has sometimes been challenging to report on the results in this project because the 
work of the elders kept accelerating.  For example, the buildings and ground chair has 
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taken such initiative that each week brings a new improvement to the church’s physical 
campus.   
 
Implications for Future Ministry 
 
First Presbyterian Church is slowly but surely coming alive.  Now that the culture 
and functionality of session are entering a healthier era, elders are beginning to suggest 
their own initiatives.  For example, in the past month different elders have suggested 
creating a prayer meeting; they have researched the cost of different improvements to the 
building and grounds; and, they will soon vote on new ministry initiatives in which large 
portions of the church’s education and fellowship will be restructured.  While the process 
of empowering and encouraging elders to speak up, share opinions and be pro-active 
needs to be nurtured, the hopes and goals of this ministry project by and large are coming 
to fruition.  The session’s trajectory is a healthy one; it fosters hope for the future of the 
congregation.   
Now that many routine matters are consuming less time and energy, two new 
macro goals for the session are now beginning to be explored.  First, the elders may now 
explore how the church could increase its membership.  It is encouraging that more 
visitors have attended worship recently.  Several steps have also been taken in learning 
how to invite others to be a part of this family of God.   
Secondly, the session has expressed the desire to grow in missions and increase its 
budget for outreach.  Longstanding programs are being critically questioned in terms of 
their value and effectiveness in the church’s present context.  FPC is not supporting 
programs simply based on whether or not “that’s the way it has always been.”  Today the 
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elders are starting to explore what it would look like to weave missions more deeply into 
the fabric of FPC’s life by pursuing regular, intergenerational missional opportunities 
each month, and a mission trip for next summer is being planned.  
 
Implications for the Larger Church 
As of this writing in late August, it has just been determined that a community-
wide Alterative Christmas is not viable for 2015.  Yet, the outward missional witness of 
the idea has taken root, and it now appears that this will become a reality in 2016.  This 
fits well with life in Kannapolis for while this project has been unfolding, the new 
municipal building that will house the City Hall is coming closer to completion.  This 
could be an ideal location for the larger church in the community to come together to host 
the Alternative Christmas.  It is interesting to note that there is increased activity in the 
downtown compared to one year ago; namely, the City has taken the historic step of 
purchasing the entire downtown from Mr. Murdock.  The sale should be completed in 
2015.  This sudden shift has already allowed a couple new businesses to open.   
 It is my hope that the larger church would continue to engage in the rewarding 
and fruitful work of deep adaptive change.  In particular, I believe a unique perspective is 
available for the Church to engage in adaptive change by continually using sin as the 
mechanism by which to identify areas of growth.  This centers the congregation’s 
thinking more in terms of grace and redemption that is a continuing journey of growth 
rather than an annual cycle in which programs are based on exterior events, such as the 
public school calendar.   
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Perennially creating “good” conflicts that are missional or evangelistic in nature 
by lifting up the present state of a particular body of believers vis-à-vis their stated 
confessions or belief statements is a sound method for creating a healthy unease or 
conflict of conscience in church leaders to spur them to action while simultaneously 
providing a supporting framework to think through that course of action.  There is power 
in articulating what one truly believes in a small group setting while critically assessing if 
the session’s actions tend to mirror those beliefs.  Most churches already have published 
ordination vows available that can be a helpful guide in naming those beliefs.  The idea 
of constantly examining FPC’s shortcomings as a governing body in order to grow 
continuously in missions is a simple concept, yet one that in my experience is rarely 
considered or acted upon.  It is a simple yet effective tool from keeping a congregation’s 
purpose from being dull and stagnant.   
It is my hope that this project would make one final contribution to the larger 
church: that it might be a simple reminder that life and ministry are hard and they are not 
always exciting.  My initial desire for this project was to move directly into spurring the 
congregation towards the “good missional conflict” that was described in the 
introduction.  However, it was simply not feasible in my current context; much 
groundwork needed to be laid first.  Yet, the reality is that God calls each person to 
different places at different times in life and the Christian is called to accept the task at 
hand.  May readers who are laboring and struggling in the “success” of their own 
ministry in their context remember that they are not alone.  Fine administration and 
church organization is certainly not the reason I felt drawn to the ministry; I love 
preaching, teaching and missions much more.  Yet, Christians must not forget that 
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following Jesus involves carrying a cross, which requires a complete surrender of one’s 
life to God.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him to 
come and die.”6  And that death is always followed by resurrection life.  
                                                
6 Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, 89.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
Here are the responsibilities of session as found in “ECO Polity and Discipline:”7  
1.0603 The Responsibilities of the Session 
The session has responsibility and authority for governing the congregation and 
guiding its mission for Christ in the world. In the Reformed tradition the marks of the 
church are the proclamation of the Word, the Sacraments rightly celebrated, and the 
exercise of discipline. Therefore, the session shall: 
a. Provide for the worship and educational life of the congregation; provide a place 
where the congregation may regularly worship; provide for the regular preaching 
of the Word by persons properly approved; oversee the planning and the ordering 
of the worship services of the congregation; lead the congregation in ministries of 
evangelism, compassion, and justice; and develop and nurture relations with other 
congregations. 
b. Authorize and provide for the regular celebration of the Lord’s Supper; authorize 
the administration of Baptism; exercise due care and provide sufficient education 
to the congregation and to new believers that the Sacraments may be rightly 
received as means of grace. 
c. Plan for and provide means of discipleship for the congregation and new 
believers; provide for and nurture the common life of the congregation; receive 
and dismiss members; exercise oversight of all programs and finances of the 
congregation; train, examine, ordain and install those men and women chosen to 
serve as elders and deacons; lead and teach the congregation in matters of 
stewardship and Christian living; direct the ministry of deacons, trustees, and all 
other organizations of the congregation; bear witness against error in doctrine and 
practice; and serve in judicial matters pertaining to the congregation as specified 
in the Rules of Discipline. 
d. Elect elder commissioners to the presbytery and may propose to the presbytery 
matters of common interest or concern as well as proposals to amend this 
Constitution. The maximum number of elder commissioners that the session may 
elect shall be equal to the number of pastors with voting authority as set forth in 
Section 2.0401 serving the congregation. The session is encouraged in its 
selection of elder commissioners to promote representation in areas of difference 
recognized as the basis of discrimination and inequality in church and society, 
namely race, ethnicity, gender, ability/disability, and age. 
 
                                                
7 “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 1.0603.  
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e. Maintain a Roll of Covenant Partners (members) and a Roll of Baptisms. The 
session may by its own rule grant affiliate status to members of a congregation in 
another Christian denomination. 
f. The session shall adopt and administer an annual budget and shall publish it to the 
congregation. The session shall purchase appropriate casualty and liability 
insurance for the program and property. The session shall arrange for the 
congregation to participate in the synod’s plan of health and welfare benefits and 
program of assistance and relief covering the congregation’s pastors and full-time 
lay employees, as such plan is described in the membership agreement (unless the 
congregation and the synod agree to an alternative plan providing comparable 
coverage). 
g. Arrange for an independent financial review annually, and shall publish the 
report to the congregation and to the presbytery. 
h. Evaluate the congregation’s ministry and mission and report to the presbytery for 
reasons of mutual accountability and the sharing of best practices.  
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Here are the eight vows governing elders take upon their ordination to active service, as 
found in “ECO Polity and Discipline” and used as the point of departure during elder 
training:8  
2.0103 Ordination vows 
a. Do you believe in One God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and do you boldly 
declare Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, and acknowledge Him Lord of all and 
Head of the Church? 
b. Do you believe the Scriptures of the Old and New Testament to be the Word of 
God, and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, the unique witness to Jesus Christ and the 
authority for Christian faith and life? 
c. Will you receive, adopt, and be bound by the Essential Tenets of ECO as a reliable 
exposition of what Scripture teaches us to do and to believe, and will you be 
guided by them in your life and ministry? 
d. Relying on the Holy Spirit, do you humbly submit to God’s call on your life, 
commit- ting yourself to God’s mission, and fulfilling your ministry in obedience 
to Jesus Christ, under the authority of Scripture and guided by our confessions? 
e. Will you be governed by ECO’s polity and discipline? And will you be 
accountable to your fellow elders, deacons, and pastors as you lead? 
f. Do you promise to be faithful in maintaining the truth of the Gospel and the peace, 
unity, and purity of the Church? 
g. Will you pray for and seek to serve the people with energy, intelligence, 
imagination, and love? 
h. (1) (for elder) Will you be a faithful elder, watching over the people in their 
worship, nurture, and service to God? 
                                                
8 “ECO Polity and Discipline,” 2.0103.  
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APPENDIX C 
 
 
Here is the ECO “Covenant for Congregations” that the session agreed to and signed on 
upon moving from the PC(USA) to ECO.9   
 
I. Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:9-11) 
• Because Jesus Christ is Lord, we will seek to be subject to Him in all areas of life: 
(Matthew 22: 37-40) 
 
II. You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with 
your bodies. (1 Corinthians 6:19b-20) 
Because our lives are not our own...  
• We will take responsibility for thoughts and actions: (1 Timothy 6:11b-12)  
• We will make the glory and enjoyment of God our focus: (Westminster Larger 
Catechism, Q-1)  
• We will, relying on the Holy Spirit, rejoice in the Lord at all times: (Philippians 4:4-
7)  
• Scripture will be our final authority in all decisions, choices, and actions: (2 Timothy 
3:16-17) 
 
III. Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made 
you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own 
blood. (Acts 20:28) 
Because the church is not our own...  
• We will actively support, pray for, and encourage the ordained leaders of our 
congregation, serving when called in accordance with our spiritual gifts: (Hebrews 
13:7)  
• We will fulfill our part of the baptismal covenant, nurturing children and those new in 
the faith: (Deuteronomy 6:6-9) 
• We will hold our personal preferences lightly and guard the good of the whole: 
(Philippians 2:1-4) 
 
IV. The earth is the LORD’s, and everything in it; the world, and all who live in it... 
(Psalm 24:1) 
Because the world is not our own... 
 
 
                                                
9 This “Covenant for Congregations” is an unpublished document that no longer is posted online at 
ECO’s website.  It was part of the materials FPC received when joining ECO.  Aside from graphics and the 
dated signatures at the bottom, this is the full text of the covenant.  It is posted in the FPC session room and 
in Fellowship Hall.   
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• We will commit to a biblical tithe, joyfully giving additional offerings whenever and 
wherever possible to support the work of the gospel and the welfare of God’s people. 
(2 Chronicles 31:12) 
• We will consider our tithes and gifts as an expression of gratitude to the One who has 
been extravagantly generous toward us: (Psalm 116:12, 17) 
• We will be faithful stewards of God’s creation. We will treat the creation as a gift to 
be cared for and used in ways which honor and glorify the Creator: (Genesis 2:15) 
• We will behold the creation as a ‘theater of God’s glory,’ praising God for every 
reminder of His presence and love: (Psalm 19:1) 
• We will honor the sanctity of human life above the claims of human freedom: (Psalm 
8:4-5)  
• We will treat others with respect, honoring the image of God in them, however 
broken. We will seek God’s peace and biblical reconciliation in all times and places: 
(1 Peter 2:17)  
• We will sacrificially provide for the needs of the poor and the oppressed, the 
neglected and the abused, the widow and the orphan: (Isaiah 58:6-7)  
 
V. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law. 
(Galatians 5:22-23) 
Because the Holy Spirit nurtures new and fruitful lives... 
• We will yield to the work of the Spirit so that we will transformed from the inside out: 
(Romans 12:1-2) 
• We will pray that God’s transforming work in our lives will serve Him: (Ephesians 
2:10) 
• We will set our gaze upon Jesus so that we may become what we behold, for the good 
of the church and the glory of God: (2 Corinthians 3:18) 
 
VI. Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us 
throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run 
with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer 
and perfecter of faith. (Hebrews 12:1-2a) 
Because we do not journey through this life alone, but in the company of others and 
under a great cloud of witnesses... 
• We will be an encourager of our brothers and sisters: (Hebrews 3:13) 
• We will gather regularly, hearing the word of God, participating in the sacraments and 
preparing to be sent into God’s world: (Hebrews 10:24-25)  
• We will give others who sign this covenant permission to both nurture and admonish 
us: (Proverbs 1:5) 
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